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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Vergahn gripped the rail of the small boat, his knuckles white, as he fought against his nausea. Those chosen by the gods did not vomit, at least not in front of their subjects. He had not seen the waves when the boat had set off under the dark skies, clouds obscuring even the stars. The darkness had been the point, of course. They needed to do their work unseen.

      They moored the boat at the base of the large pillar that pierced the ocean and soared into the night sky. From here Vergahn could see glyphs and crystals at the pillar base, their sight familiar yet their meaning unknown. Other, similar pillars could be seen in the distance, each as unbelievable as the next.

      “This needs to work,” he called out to a figure on the other side of the deck. The figure turned, his cropped hair marking him as an outsider even as his face hid in shadow.

      “You didn’t have to come.”

      Didn’t I? Vergahn thought to himself. He motioned to the pillar. “Just get on with it.”

      The figure nodded and then pulled two others to their feet. They wore dark cloaks, the hoods pulled up to hide their faces. The short-haired man pushed a plank between the boat and the base of the pillar, creating an unsteady bridge, each wave causing it to shift.

      Vergahn looked at the woman piloting the boat. The hood of her cloak was down and her light hair was pulled back from her face. Her arms were covered with long black bandages. Another one of his.

      Vergahn’s advisor would have cautioned against coming tonight, claiming it was far too dangerous. But if this worked? He had to be here.

      The two robed figures crossed the plank, their feet finding easy purchase on the rock despite the waves. The pillar did not move, as if Gall’or had rooted it to the ocean floor. Once there, they moved around the circumference, hands gliding over the smooth surface. Were they reading it? Feeling something? Vergahn did not know. What he knew was a small group from Draihan had crossed the ocean and made it to the coast of Nubrai a few days before. The pillars failed to repel the invaders. Vergahn had eliminated them quietly, but he knew if he did not fix the pillars, there would be more.

      Finally, the cloaked figures stopped, satisfied with their position. Vergahn kept his hands on the boat rail, but leaned forward, trying to see what they were doing. However, even squinting, there was nothing to see.

      A minute passed, and then another.

      Was the experiment a failure?

      Finally, the glyphs began glowing softly, pulsing to a slow beat.

      Vergahn’s shoulders relaxed, his grip softened, and even his nausea was forgotten. The short-haired man climbed after the cloaked individuals, easing onto the platform and checking with each of them. Vergahn could not hear the words, but they seemed calm. It must have worked. All three people made their way back to the boat, sliding the plank back onto the deck.

      “Did it work?”

      “Partly. We’ve regained some power, but I don’t know how long it will last.”

      “If it runs low, we can recharge it again?” Vergahn asked.

      The man shook his head. “There are too many pillars and not nearly enough volunteers. The energy transfer is far from perfect. This is not a solution – not yet.”

      “What do you need to find the solution?” Vergahn asked, trying to keep his teeth from grinding.

      “More volunteers. We should go public.”

      Vergahn shook his head in the darkness. “Not yet.”

      The other man waited and then nodded slowly. “I have some other ideas that might work, at least for a while.”

      The pilot removed the mooring rope, placed a palm on the steering stone, and the boat began its trip back towards the Island.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Nyrnn looked across the fields, watching the workers as they walked between fresh rows of earth. The sun reflected off the light stone surface of the harvesters, making them glow as the large platforms floated beside the workers. With the main planting completed, there was little for the workers to do. Nyrnn saw they were using the harvesters to save themselves the trouble of carrying shovels, seeds and extra earth. This practice was encouraged by her father, who was convinced that in order to stop the harvesters from falling into disrepair, they needed to be used often.

      Searching for her father in the fields, Nyrnn couldn’t locate him. This was good news. She still had more time before she would have to head home.

      She returned her gaze to the book in her lap, the ink faded but still legible. The pages were soft from being handled often over the years. Her mother’s journal. While Nyrnn had several items to remember her mother by, the journals were the most precious. Even though she could recite many of the passages from memory, when she read the pages it was as if she could hear her mother’s voice.

      The people on the mainland have stories from the time of the gods. I believe they know of Gall’or and Tetwynn, although they speak mostly of the Great Mother. Like our gods, the Great Mother shares her gifts with the people, instructing them and empowering them to live good lives. Does this suggest an overlap between their mythology and our own? Perhaps this is a sign of a shared history between our people? So far, they have not told me of the ruins that I’m seeking, but I believe that this is just because I have not yet gained their trust.

      Nyrnn closed her eyes, seeing her mother sitting around a fire, near the woods, with small huts close by. Perhaps her mother had brought the villagers food or medicine from Starfall in exchange for information. She imagined they looked at her mother with awe and wonder – this woman who lived not among ruins, but in a city built by the gods? In Nubrai, the gods might be gone, but their gifts remained.

      What did it mean that there was a shared history between their peoples? Were the ancestors of the people living on the mainland from Nubrai? Some argued that they were the people cast out for committing crimes against Starfall when the gods ruled here. Others said that they were the children of different gods. People from the mainland rarely came to Nubrai, and never to a small farming community like Shimmerview. Nyrnn had so many questions about the world outside of her small town, but her only answers were in the words of her mother and what she could find in the library.

      “Hey,” a voice called from behind her. Nyrnn shut her book. “Ardynn is looking for you. He’s in the common room.”

      Nyrnn looked up at the worker. She stood carefully, stretching her thin frame and exiting the shade she had been sitting in. As the full heat of the sun hit her face, Nyrnn felt momentarily dizzy. Blinking, she steadied herself and shielded her eyes. She saw the worker watching her nervously as if she might fall or collapse. Most people here knew her story, or thought they did. Feeling self-conscious, she tried to distract him with a question.

      “Are you using the harvesters today? Or just checking to make sure they work?”

      He grunted. “A little of both. Just waiting for the stone wynn to come.”

      Nyrnn raised an eyebrow. “Has one broken?”

      “Depends on what the stone wynn says.” He shrugged. Seeing Nyrnn had gathered her things, he seemed satisfied that she was safely on the way to her father, and he walked off towards the fields. She started towards the main building, noticing the worker glance back, just to make sure she was okay.

      I’m fine, she thought to herself.

      

      The main agricultural building for Shimmerview Fields stood between the farms and the rest of the town. Nyrnn walked slowly, enjoying the sun on her face. The spring had been very rainy this year, more so than usual. Between the poor weather and Nyrnn’s health, she had been inside a lot this past month. But today she felt good.

      She entered through the stone archway that marked the entrance. Hearing a noise behind her, she darted to the side, allowing a group of four workers to pass. No, not workers, stone wynn, she corrected herself. While they wore the same coveralls as the workers, theirs were clean, as if they had never knelt in the dirt or planted a seed. They each wore a distinctive pin as well, a triangle with a line through it.

      Falling in behind the group, Nyrnn wondered what their lives must be like. The stone wynn were sought after on the Island of Nubrai to run and repair the stonetych. Thankfully, the harvesters could be driven by the workers, but if they had any problems, the stone wynn were the only ones that could fix it. Nyrnn envied the usefulness of the stone wynn.

      The passageway split into two, and the stone wynn all headed to the left towards the storage area for the harvesters. Nyrnn glanced after them, but then headed to the right towards the common room. From the fork, she could already hear her father’s voice, booming as it often did when he was in the middle of a story. As she got closer, she felt a headache begin in her temple. She wondered if she had pushed herself too far, staying out reading in the fields all day. She shook her head. There was no point in guessing, there had never been a pattern to it. She ignored the pain and rounded the corner.

      “There were forty backup harvesters at that time, as the gods had set us up to live with plenty. So I told the overseer that we should run all the harvesters at the same time. Why run five and take a week to harvest when you could run all the stonetych at the same time and do it in a day (or so I thought)? Well, the overseer, a man of very few words, said, ‘No.’ I thought, I know better than him. I can make this faster and get everyone back to the festival with time to spare. Back then, we didn’t just have one pie-eating contest on the last day, but one every day, with thirty different flavours of pie, so I knew the workers wanted to be done faster…”

      Nyrnn smiled as she heard the exaggeration in her father’s voice. She knew that parts of the story were true. She had heard from others that her father’s overseer was taciturn, and she knew there used to be more pie-eating contests. However, she doubted that her father accurately described either of them in his story. She could see a group of workers listening to her father as they got ready for the shift change. Used to his wild stories, they listened with respect. Some workers turned to look her way, alerting her father to her presence. He turned and smiled at her.

      “Anyway, I will tell you what happened with the stonetych at the beginning of your next shift. Moral of the story – listen to your boss!” He chuckled out loud as he was now, of course, the boss of these workers. Some workers gave an obligatory laugh, and then they returned to their work of cleaning boots and putting uniforms to the side to be washed.

      Her father was a large man with thinning hair and a rosy complexion. His stories were large to match his frame, and he was a type of person who you always knew was in the room. This was okay, as he was most often a cheerful man, and the happiness lifted everyone’s mood. Nyrnn could see this in how exhausted workers would perk up as they listened to his stories. They might change from a scowl to a soft smile or even a laugh. Of course, when he was unhappy, that was different. Sometimes, it seemed like Nyrnn alone knew how deeply he still grieved her mother’s death. She admired how easily he seemed to control his emotions in front of his workers, bringing happiness into the room to lighten their load.

      “Are you ready to head home?” he asked Nyrnn. As always, she could see the worry in his eyes. She wished she could take that burden from him. Instead, she nodded, and the two of them headed back into the hallway and towards the front of the building.

      On the way, they passed more stone wynn.

      “Did something happen?” Nyrnn asked.

      “What?” her father started, his mind obviously elsewhere.

      Nyrnn repeated herself, louder this time.

      “Oh, yes. Nothing new, nothing to worry about. A few of the harvesters are getting a little – old. And much like me, they don’t move like they used to. I sent a new group of stone wynn over to look. I’m sure they will figure it out. Wish they could look at me!” he joked, and patted his stomach.

      Nyrnn could feel the unease and the deflection. It was a strange joke, as Gall’or had created the harvesters many centuries ago. They were all old. She wondered what the stone wynn might do. In school they taught her that the stone wynn could “talk” to the stonetych. Nyrnn had always wondered what this could mean. Was there a reply from the stonetych? Did they ask it to work? Did they have conversations? Of course, any stone wynn would learn about their abilities at the Silver Orb Academy in Starfall, so Nyrnn suspected the explanation that had been provided to her by Shimmerview Academy was missing a lot of information.

      As Nyrnn and Ardynn walked towards home, Nyrnn imagined talking to the harvester, asking it to please carry their crops up the hill. She smiled at the silly image and continued dreaming on the way home.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Nyrnn went to the library to finish her final assignment. The library was stuffy, the same as it had been all week. Their histories claimed Gall’or had built Shimmerview at the same time as Starfall, although the town had been much smaller until the Rebuilding. Only their Temple of Tetwynn and part of the Academy remained of the original structures. Where the city of Starfall was a marvel, Shimmerview was a quiet farming community. They built the library to attract the families of the agricultural workers to live here with them just fifty years ago. Built with a dark grey stone from the quarry on the west side of the Island and timber from a nearby forest, it was utilitarian. It was not, as Nyrnn now wished, a place with good air circulation.

      Nyrnn wiped the sleeve of her shirt across her brow, trying to soak up the sweat that had gathered there. The book in front of her was a history of the people of the Island, documenting the building of Starfall, the Shining City, during the time of the gods. The text had been written during the Rebuilding and was supposed to represent an accurate account of the previous century, but scholars disagreed. They had lost so much information about their own past. So, as many critics contended, this story might be true. It was probably at least partially true. Nyrnn wondered which part was the true part.

      According to this history, in the time before, a city named Alizia was the centre of learning. Described as a town of scholarship, it included many libraries containing information on history and architecture, science, medicine, and the gods. In this place, Gall’or and Tetwynn had taught the people of Nubrai how to better themselves. Some said Alizia was where Tetwynn pulled down the power of the moon to create the wynn children. While the latter was more myth than history, it attempted to provide some context for the existence of the wynn. Unfortunately, when Alizia had been lost in the time before, nearly all of their history and knowledge had disappeared with it.

      The librarian approached Nyrnn, laying a gentle hand on her shoulder. “The assembly is in a few minutes, dear.”

      Nyrnn nodded in thanks and shut the book. She looked at the notes she had taken, her attempt to trace the history of the Island in order to explain how the Shining City had become so advanced. What did it mean they were living in the second Golden Era? And what was its relationship to the first? Her research was nearly complete, but the paper would have to wait.

      Nyrnn slid her notes into her canvas bag, slung the strap over her shoulder, and exited the library.

      The halls of the Shimmerview Academy were empty already, students having gone early to the assembly. Usually the youngest students were taken first, to give their teachers time to set them up in the front few rows before the older kids came in. Nyrnn vaguely remembered being little – surrounded by children her own age, excited to go to assemblies, or to class, or really any activity with others. But when Nyrnn had to take time off because of her condition, her peers kept going. While Nyrnn struggled, they finished their classes and left the Academy. Any close friends had long since graduated and even younger friends were gone. For the past two years, the Academy hadn’t even tried to place her into classes. Instead, she had been tutored independently, sometimes completing her work at home on days when she was not laid up in bed.

      She slowed as she neared a familiar door. She could hear voices behind it, a class that had not gone to the assembly. Nyrnn touched the soft wood of the door frame and leaned forward, catching the conversation inside.

      “Team A – move to the back of the room, B to the windows, and C stay in the middle. Yes, get up, move your stuff, quickly now.” Nyrnn heard chairs scraping against the floor and the movement of bodies. “Now every team needs a Survivalist. Who’s the Survivalist? You must wear your badge.” Nyrnn could hear a student groan. “Hey, no badge, and you can wait until next year to go to Starfall.”

      Nyrnn pushed away from the door and continued down the hallway. The students who were training to be part of explorer teams rarely attended assemblies this late in the term. The final training would occur in Starfall, organized by the Explorers’ Guild. Before they would be accepted, the students must learn skills for survival and the history of the people on the mainland. They would also be trained in self-defence, rudimentary first-aid, and given training on how to avoid the raiders from Draihan. Going to the mainland was dangerous, and not everyone returned.

      They. Are. So. Lucky.

      Nyrnn had given up her dream of following in her mother’s footsteps many years ago. She knew that future was not available to her. She was a liability. So Nyrnn had new dreams now. Finish her schooling and then find work that would allow her to move out of her family’s home. She wasn’t sure how she was going to do the latter, but the first was almost complete. The notes for her final paper were snug in her bag, just waiting for her attention.

      Nyrnn saw the auditorium doors looming ahead of her. She suddenly felt sluggish, as if her feet had lost momentum, and her heart sped up. As usual, the change in her internal state caused her mind to race.

      Not now, she thought.

      Nyrnn paused, breathing in to the count of four, and then exhaling slowly as the healers had taught her. After a moment, her heart responded, slowing. Nyrnn’s body relaxed, although the calm felt precarious. There was still a noise in the background of her mind that asked for her attention. She ignored it.

      Straightening, Nyrnn approached the doors and slid inside quietly, looking for a seat in the back. Most of the seats were taken. In fact, the auditorium was almost full today. She could see the little kids at the front of the room, already losing their patience at the wait and unable to keep their little bodies still. One waved her feet around wildly, while another climbed on his chair to look at the crowd. Teachers milled about, trying to get the young students to sit still. Nyrnn looked at the teachers, searching for someone familiar.

      “Nyrnn!”

      Nyrnn jumped a little as a woman came up beside her, a smile on her face, much of her white-blonde hair floating free from the bun on top of her head. She wore a beige top and skirt common to the teachers, and like many of them, the beige had been altered by interaction with the children. A stripe of green paint covered the bottom left, while a roughly drawn flower decorated the hemline.

      “Hala!” Nyrnn grinned, greeting her friend. Then she glanced at the front of the room. “Don’t you need to be up with the little ones?”

      “Nah, the others can take care of them. I needed to take a break – before I just try sitting on Balen in order to get the kid to sit still!” Nyrnn smiled, hearing the lie in her friend’s voice. Nyrnn had heard stories of Balen. Every year Hala had a nemesis student, as she called them. The kid that drove her nuts. This year it was Balen, a cute little boy who never seemed to stop moving. As true as it was that Hala might need a break from corralling Balen, Nyrnn knew Hala was here to help her.

      “Let’s find a seat.” Hala looked at the chairs closest to the door and walked up to the current occupants, quickly getting them to move to other seats. Hala had always had a presence that commanded respect. Nyrnn felt a mixture of embarrassment and gratitude, as she knew Hala had chosen the seats for Nyrnn’s benefit.

      Hala and Nyrnn sat beside one another, each appearing the physical opposite of the other. Where Nyrnn was too pale, with dark limp hair streaked through with white, Hala was blonde and vibrant and strong. Hala had quickly taken to the role of Nyrnn’s protector ever since the attack. Nyrnn knew Hala wanted her to join the teaching staff once she graduated. When Hala talked about teaching, Nyrnn felt herself convinced the job was wonderful and she would be happy there. But when on her own, Nyrnn wondered if it was the right fit.

      The hum in the back of Nyrnn’s head continued, asking for her to listen, to give in. It wove into the pulse of her heartbeat, thrumming in her temples. Nyrnn usually avoided large groups, and she could feel the familiar constriction in her chest as she itched to leave the room. Again, Nyrnn brought her focus to her breath, determined to be okay.

      Chancellor Nialla strode onto the stage, a dark purple sash across her dress showing her rank. Her dark eyebrows framed piercing eyes that seemed to take in the entire room. Nialla was a serious woman who wanted what was best for her students. Nyrnn had spent much time in her office over the years as they worked to find a way for Nyrnn to complete her studies. Nyrnn appreciated that Nialla treated her as just another problem to solve, but not a special problem.

      Nialla cleared her throat and touched the amplifier at the top of the podium. Her voice, strong and unwavering, echoed throughout the large room.

      “Teachers and students. It is time for our annual Assembly of Achievement. Every year we celebrate what we have achieved, alone and together, here at Shimmerview Academy. We will begin with the first-grade class, who have put together a play documenting the founding of Shimmerview.”

      A groan rose from the audience. The first-grade class always did a play, and it was always either the founding of Shimmerview, the arrival of the gods, or the Rebuilding of Starfall. Personally, Nyrnn thought that the Rebuilding was usually the best one, as she enjoyed watching the littles impersonate the Chosen and political leaders. However, once you had been at the Academy for long enough, you knew all three plays by heart.

      Catching the groan, Nialla raised one of her expressive eyebrows and the room quieted immediately. Nyrnn smiled, she hoped the littles had fun. As they climbed to the stage, Hala pointed a few out for Nyrnn and whispered descriptions.

      “There – that’s the troublemaker this year. Mark my words, in five years he’s going to be the kid out racing harvesters or climbing the temple walls. And beside him, with the long braids? She’s the one who is always arguing with me. She is definitely going to go into politics.”

      “What are the second-year kids doing this year?” Nyrnn whispered.

      “The Battle of the Golden Gate. I think Pyter’s boy just wanted to play Hayne the Destroyer.”

      “Really? Seems violent for the Assembly of Achievement.”

      “You’re telling me,” Hala snorted.

      The littles began their production, starting with the arrival of Tetwynn in the grassy meadows of what would become Shimmerview.

      “Oh, the sun of Gall’or brings such light and life to this area. My moon brings the waters. I wonder if this might be a place to plant all the food for the Shining City…” the little continued, gesturing widely at the audience as she tripped through her lines. This year Tetwynn was wearing a silver dress that looked like it may have belonged to the child’s mother. The fabric made a strange shuffling noise whenever it came between the little and the amplifier.

      Nyrnn watched the play, still counting as she inhaled and exhaled slowly. For years, she hadn’t been able to attend assemblies without having an attack. Her father and Nialla had many private meetings at that time, discussing whether Nyrnn could continue her studies, conversations that did not include her. When Nyrnn learned they thought she should end her schooling, she knew she had to act. The healers at the temple had taught her some practices that helped prevent her episodes. Nyrnn had dedicated herself to them, and it had worked, mostly. She started taking part more, and the conversation about her leaving school had ended.

      Nyrnn’s mind wandered, the story on stage too familiar to hold her attention. She quietly retrieved her mother’s journal from her bag, holding it where it would be hard for the teachers or Chancellor to see what she was doing.

      Today, the people of the forest shared with me an ancient practice they use to communicate with the animals. Fylani took me into the forest right after the rise of a full moon. She took me to a clearing, where we sat and consumed special herbs (it tasted a bit like a kind of sweet basil, although was more purple than I would expect). After an hour, Fylani looked to the moon, and then motioned for me to drink the liquid we had brought. It burned as it went down, and the moon appeared to get brighter…

      Nyrnn could almost smell the woods around her and feel the soft grass, cool in the night air. She remembered asking about the people of the forest on one occasion her mother had been home between expeditions. She had wondered if they were animals themselves, or trees, her childish imagination at work. Her mother had laughed, saying that they had villages and cities, just as they did, but that the names of such places were not to be written down.

      Nyrnn, lost in the memory, felt her stomach get heavy even as her chest tightened. It felt as if the room was shifting, tilting to the side. Heart beating, she looked up and saw chaos on the stage.

      A young boy wearing golden robes and a crown, likely Gall’or, sat on the floor at the foot of the Chancellor after having tripped on the stage. He had a hammer in hand and abject horror on his little face as he watched blood seep through her dress. Tetwynn lurched forward, as if to help, but her dress caught in the blocks they were using to represent the building of Shimmerview. Her momentum carried her forward and then behind the blocks with a squeal. The audience, most of whom had not been watching, now focused on the unfolding drama. Silence swept the room, followed by nervous laughter as Tetwynn pushed herself up, rising over the half-built temple. While Nyrnn was worried about the safety of the littles, she heard her own voice laughing; the heaviness lifting from her body as she joined in with the crowd.

      As the littles stumbled around the stage, trying to figure out how to get back on cue, Nyrnn’s attention was caught by a different commotion near the side of the audience. A figure in a dark robe stood up on a chair and Nyrnn’s breath momentarily caught in her throat, images from her childhood flashing through her mind. A large hood was covering its face as it waved its arms threateningly towards the crowd. For a moment, the illusion was perfect. It was almost as if one of the Shadowed Ones had entered the room, and the figure appeared to grow taller and more menacing. The mood in the auditorium shifted instantly, laughter replaced with gasps of fear. A few of the littles screamed, and Nyrnn could feel the crowd contract, automatically pulling back from the figure. Nyrnn felt sweat break out along her brow line, and a shiver traveled down her spine. The thrumming she had felt shifted to a sharp pain in her temple. She stood, looking for the exit, a deep desire to leave her only thought.

      “Nyrnn!” Hala had her arm gripped firmly in her own. “It’s just a stupid kid.” Her blue eyes met Nyrnn’s. So strong, so sure. Could Nyrnn grab onto the security and safety offered here? She glanced to the front of the room and Hala was right. The hood was now pushed back, revealing a sandy-haired boy grinning at the chaos he had caused. Teachers headed towards him. He would be in trouble for scaring the littles.

      She knew it was fine. She knew she was safe. Yet Nyrnn felt as if her feet were no longer firmly planted on the ground. Her vision became fuzzy as her heart raced. She hyperventilated, feeling a weight pressing on her chest. She needed to get out of the room.

      “Outside,” she said, feeling as if she was speaking through fog.

      Hala nodded, and keeping a hold of Nyrnn’s arm, led her quickly out into the hallway and away from the auditorium.

      Stumbling down the hall, Nyrnn shook free of Hala’s grasp and planted both hands on the stone wall. She tried to breathe evenly, but her breath would not cooperate. She had been surprised. Unprepared. She closed her eyes.

      I am fine. I am fine. I am fine. She repeated the mantra in her head, willing it to be true.

      Hala waited. Nyrnn felt her cheeks burn with embarrassment. Why couldn’t she be stronger?

      As hard as Nyrnn tried, it was too late. She had let it go too far. Fatigue flooded her body, her limbs became heavy, and she sank to the floor. She could hear Hala’s voice, but it sounded far away. She tried to speak, to tell her friend she was okay. Then her head fell forward and Nyrnn lost consciousness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      The bed was soft. Many people in Shimmerview had mattresses made from dried husks. While that sounded awful, Nyrnn had sat on Hala’s bed before and it seemed soft enough, and it always had a lovely smell that reminded her of the fields after a long sunny day. But Ardynn was the overseer of the farms, and so he had made sure his family had the best. The top of Nyrnn’s mattress included a layer made from cotton, a plant they didn’t grow in Shimmerview. The cost of bringing in such a mattress from Starfall was high. Nyrnn found it fluffy. It was nice. Sadly, it didn’t really have a smell. But one might as well have a nice bed if you were going to spend most of your time in it.

      Nyrnn sat by her window, looking out at the grass fields. Apparently, after she passed out at the Academy, Hala had brought her to Nialla’s office to recover. Nyrnn wondered what that had been like. Had she been unconscious, which was normally the case? Or had she mumbled strange things as they carried her?

      Even after regaining consciousness, Nyrnn was too exhausted to work on her paper. She had slept for the rest of the day and the morning of the next, waking only an hour ago, the sun already halfway through the sky. She had dreamed of a figure in a dark robe, beckoning from a doorway, fear flooding her body. The dream had haunted her for years, and it still scared her. But she knew she was safe in Shimmerview. The real fear was falling unconscious, of never knowing when or where it would happen.

      Nyrnn felt embarrassed. Weak. But she was used to those feelings. Her body might betray her, but she was still going to finish school and move on with her life. On the table in front of her, she had spread out the notes from the library. This was all that stood between her and some kind of freedom, although she did not know exactly what that would look like. But surely it would be better than this?

      She had begun the final draft of the paper. If she could just focus, it would be fine. While history was not her favourite subject, it was something she could do. She still felt the lingering fatigue and a pressure in the back of her head. Apparently, a healer had come by the house and provided some special tea and offered Ardynn advice on how to help Nyrnn heal. Ardynn believed they were helping. Nyrnn wasn’t sure. She knew they tried, but they couldn’t fix her. Not all the way.

      The Second Golden Era is a reflection of the first, but instead of the gods ruling over the Island, the Chosen act as their replacements.

      Nyrnn paused on “replacements.” Her teacher for Ancient History, Umbynt, would not like that word. He would say that they did not “replace” the gods, as how could a human do that? The Chosen could not call on the power of the Sun or do any of the great deeds associated with the gods. The Chosen was more like… a caretaker, perhaps? Selected by the gods to look after the people of the Island. Did caretaker imply enough respect for the position? Nyrnn changed the wording and hoped it would be okay with Umbynt.

      Her essay was coming together quickly, and she found herself immersed in her writing. Pages filled with script as her mind imagined what the early days of the Second Golden Age must have looked like. Nyrnn had never seen the current Chosen, but she had heard him described in various books and news accounts. Vergahn had become the Chosen over ten years ago when his father had abdicated the position. The Chosen lived in Starfall, watching over the people and providing guidance while remaining distant. Most political decisions were made by the elected Council.

      A knock at her door brought Nyrnn back into the room. Her head was on her desk. She must have drifted off. Ink had dried on the page in a glob where she had stopped writing.

      “Nyrnn? You up? Hungry?” her sister Lyndia yelled through the door. She was checking in on Nyrnn, but Nyrnn knew she would rather Nyrnn just take care of herself.

      “I’m awake, I—” Lyndia burst into the room, not waiting to hear what Nyrnn was about to say. She looked around at the made bed and the papers in front of Nyrnn. Her mouth in a line, she pointed to the side of her own face. Lyndia looked like their father. She had dark hair braided up onto the top of her head to keep it out of her eyes when she worked down at the farms. Her body was tall and lean. Nyrnn knew if she touched her sister she would feel solid.

      “You’ve got ink on your face. Maybe sleep in the bed next time.” Her words were clipped and dismissive. “There’s food downstairs. Father wants to see you.” She met Nyrnn’s eyes. “Do you need help to get downstairs?”

      The last was intentionally hurtful. Nyrnn was tired, but not unable to move. “I’m fine,” she shot back.

      “Great. See you downstairs,” and Lyndia turned and left the room, striding purposefully down the hall.

      “Great,” Nyrnn muttered. She carefully put her papers away and then checked the mirror above her washbasin. There was a small smear of ink on her left cheek. The way Lyndia had reacted, Nyrnn had imagined she would find the ink covering half her face. She quickly scrubbed it away using a washcloth and then headed down the hall.

      

      “Nyrnn! My sun and my moon! How are you feeling?” Ardynn boomed as Nyrnn entered the kitchen. No matter the space, her father always spoke as if he was instructing a crowd. Lyndia placed food on the table, and Nyrnn caught her rolling her eyes. Ignoring her sister, Nyrnn came closer to her father. As always, there was a feeling of safety as she neared him. Things were going to be okay.

      “I’m fine, really.” Nyrnn sat beside him and looked at the spread on the table. Lyndia had placed sliced bread and chunks of cheese and nut butter in the centre. All the items came from the farms in Shimmerview. It was simple food, but it was comforting as well. Nyrnn chose a small slice of the brown bread and slowly spread the nut butter on top.

      “Are you eating enough?” This was, according to her father, one of Nyrnn’s problems. More food would turn her into… well, into Lyndia. She snuck a look at her sister, who had constructed a proper sandwich from the items, and handed it to their father. She didn’t make one for Nyrnn, saving Nyrnn from picking away at something she didn’t feel hungry for.

      “Yes, I am. I’m fine now. Almost finished my last paper.”

      “Ah, my little muffin. We all worry about you, that’s all.” He met Nyrnn’s eyes. They were the same deep blue as Lyndia’s, and Nyrnn could feel herself relaxing under his gaze.

      “You don’t need to worry. Please don’t,” she mumbled.

      He harrumphed. “You are special. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. I knew you were special from the moment of your birth!” Nyrnn smiled. She knew this story well.

      “Your mother, Tetwynn bless her, was with the people of the forest when she found out she was pregnant. Well, most explorers would have returned home. That would make sense, right? But not your mother. She figured, people give birth all over the world without being on the Island, there is no need for me to hurry back.” Ardynn took a large bite of his sandwich, chewing away happily, pleased to tell one of his favourite tales.

      Lyndia made a second sandwich for herself and sat quietly. Nyrnn wondered if she was listening. Did she like hearing the story of Nyrnn’s birth and the special importance Ardynn placed on it, or did she hate it? What had Lyndia thought when their mother had returned with a small baby, a child that would become such an irritation for her? Looking at Lyndia, she seemed content. As long as Ardynn was speaking, it created an atmosphere of calm between the sisters. Of course, Nyrnn had heard the story of Lyndia’s birth as well – another favourite that involved Ardynn and Malia hurrying to Tetwynn’s temple, only for Malia to give birth just outside Shimmerview Fields. Ardynn always told the story as if Lyndia was fated to take over as overseer after him. Lyndia scoffed at their father’s use of fate, but she was working at the fields now, so maybe he was right.

      Ardynn continued, “So here Malia, love of my life, is running around with people living in mud huts, foraging for food in the forest. They didn’t even have clean water! But Malia was not afraid of hard work, so she stayed, because she wanted to learn if they knew of any stonetych. Malia was determined to bring back more stonetych than any other explorer team. We all want to contribute, and she thought this would be the best contribution. Har. We argued about that, of course.”

      Of course, Nyrnn thought.

      “I would tell her feeding the people of the Island is the most important contribution. Everyone’s got to eat!” He patted his stomach and laughed. “But then Malia would tell me – have fun harvesting the food without the stonetych! Ha. So whose job was more important?” He had a twinkle in his eye.

      As per usual, Lyndia joined at this part of the story. “Clearly, food is more important. The harvesters help, of course, but we could do it without them. New stonetych are great, but unnecessary. Food is more important.” Ardynn laughed, happy to have his side of the story confirmed.

      “And you, Nyrnn?” Often Nyrnn would agree with her sister. Food was important. That made sense. Of course, it depended a lot on what the stonetych did. They didn’t need more harvesters, but what if there were stonetych they hadn’t yet discovered? Maybe there was one that could build grand temples like Gall’or did? Or one that could access the knowledge that was lost during the dark times? Or maybe there was one that could heal even the worst illnesses and injuries?

      Instead of voicing her thoughts, Nyrnn just murmured agreement. She was rewarded with a smile from her father, which she returned.

      “Anyway, Malia stayed with the people of the forest. She was strong, she could do it on her own. Then one day, you decided it was time to make your entrance.” He pointed at Nyrnn. “It was early, early spring, and the weather had been stormy. Malia felt you coming, and she told you, ‘Not yet.’ She climbed out of her mud hut and scaled a hill, trying to get to the hut where the women would give birth. She cried out for help, but her words were lost in the howling winds. She told me, ‘Ard, it was the longest climb I have ever made, but I was determined!’ And she was. Finally, she reached the top and the medicine woman saw her. They could tell she was in distress and ran up to her. ‘Oh, dear citizen. What is wrong?’ they asked her. They were very deferential,” he clarified.

      Ardynn paused and took a sip of water. Then he smiled and continued, “Malia said, ‘My daughter is coming!’ And then the medicine woman said, ‘She is already here!’ And sure enough, Malia had to lie down right in the middle of the village and you arrived!” Triumphant, Ardynn relaxed in his chair.

      Nyrnn loved this story. Malia had talked little about the mainland to Nyrnn and had never told Nyrnn about her own birth. She only had the journal entries and her father’s stories to piece together what had happened.

      “So, you were born a little different, a little more wild than the rest of us!” Ardynn concluded. Lyndia smirked. Nyrnn knew that different, from her sister’s perspective, was less good. Less helpful. Less.

      “Anyway, I promised your mother I would take care of you. Of you both.” He widened his gaze to include Lyndia, someone who clearly did not need any help.

      “I’m fine,” Nyrnn repeated. She picked up a piece of bread and took a large bite, smiling at him, trying to prove herself.

      “Have you decided what you want to do when you graduate?” Lyndia asked. She had been asking this for months. And for months, Nyrnn had refused anything but vague answers. Maybe it was time to tell them.

      “I thought I might work for the archivists in the library,” she said, voicing a hope she had kept secret. When Ardynn told stories about their births, it was a sign he was in a good mood. Maybe he would support her.

      “Archivists? You would have to go to Starfall to be trained for that,” Lyndia said.

      “Sometimes you can learn from another archivist, like the ones that work in the library here.” Nyrnn looked down at her food. “I know the library really well, and I think I could help compile information for those who need it. Like maybe explorer cadets…” She trailed off, seeing the expression on her sister’s face. Thankfully, it was her father who spoke.

      “You always had your mother’s spirit. I thought you would become an explorer too, before the attack. You were always such a curious child. Maybe this is another way—”

      “That would be years more of study for a healthy person, more for you,” Lyndia said, cutting Ardynn off. “You need to find something you can do sooner. Something realistic.”

      Ardynn paused, but didn’t contradict Lyndia. Nyrnn felt her face flush. Then he smiled. “You could come to Shimmerview Fields with Lyndia and me! A family business.”

      “Father, Nyrnn can’t do farm work.”

      Nyrnn felt small. Of course, Lyndia was right. She was always right. And Nyrnn didn’t want to work in the fields.

      “Maybe a teacher’s helper?” Nyrnn offered, thinking of Hala’s suggestion.

      “A teacher’s helper?” he repeated. “What a wonderful idea. You can tell the littles all your stories! And you can take a break whenever you need to.”

      Lyndia nodded. “A good choice. You could move in with Hala,” she suggested.

      Nyrnn looked at her hands. Her sister had remained home to care for her and her aunt after her own graduation. If Nyrnn moved out, that was one less person for Lyndia to worry about.

      “Yeah, maybe,” she heard herself saying, wanting to ease her sister’s burden.

      “A teacher’s helper would be a suitable career for you. A great way to give back to the Island,” Ardynn announced. Nyrnn forced a smile and finished her bread.
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        * * *

      

      The night sky was clear, no clouds to disrupt the many bright stars that filled the sky. Her father would likely have something to say about what such a sky meant for the coming weather. Did it mean it would be dry? Cool? Nyrnn could never remember. A low hum floated through the window, joined by the sounds of insects and wind through the grass. She sat in a small room with her Aunt L’lor, holding the woman’s hand as she rocked steadily back and forth, a blank expression on her face. Her skin felt warm, which was good. Although it also felt empty. There was always something empty about her aunt.

      Nyrnn continued to talk to L’lor, catching her up on the events of the last few days. “At the assembly, the littles were doing the founding of Shimmerview. I know, it’s the most boring choice. But the teachers had made some changes this time. They wanted to add in a more ‘real’ component, and so they had Gall’or actually build something on the stage. Not a bad idea, really. Except… tools and littles? So much can go wrong!” She laughed and tried to meet her aunt’s gaze. But L’lor’s milky eyes moved back and forth, as if seeing something else entirely, a different world.

      Nyrnn sighed.

      L’lor had the echo, the awful term used to describe those who had suffered near-death from a Shadowed One attack. She could move around and perform some of the habitual tasks that had been part of her life from before the attack. However, even as she moved around the house, it was like she wasn’t there. She didn’t talk, and her eyes were forever looking somewhere else, her irises covered with a thin white sheen.

      The attack had happened when Nyrnn was a little girl visiting L’lor for one of the Harvest Festivals in Starfall. Nyrnn remembered little beyond thinking that the city looked large and had many people. It felt busy, full, and exciting. L’lor had taken Nyrnn to the festival, but only for a short time. Nyrnn knew now that the Shadowed One attacks had begun earlier that year, and after a few months with no attacks, they had begun again the night before. Her aunt must have been worried for the safety of her niece and had cut their time at the festival short.

      L’lor had taken Nyrnn home, and the two had continued to play, reenacting what they had seen. When Nyrnn was in bed, the attack came. A Shadowed One entered the home and attacked L’lor and Nyrnn. The officials had warned residents to be careful, especially if they saw anyone wearing the distinctive black cloak of a Shadowed One. However, at that time, they knew almost nothing about the Shadowed Ones.

      There was still no official explanation for their existence, although there were rumours. Months and years would pass between attacks, and then there would be many attacks all at once. The message from the Chosen and the elected officials was always that they were investigating the problem. It was strange how, over time, people accepted the strange creatures, considering them simply a danger to be avoided.

      When Starfall was attacked three years ago by raiders from Draihan, the focus had shifted from the Shadowed Ones to preventing future attacks. The giant pillars that guarded the Island were supposed to prevent any invasions. When they failed to do so, the people of Nubrai had felt vulnerable in a way they had not for generations. The Speaker for the Chosen had insisted that their defences had been repaired, and they were now safe again. Yet these fears remained, even as the Shadowed Ones, and their victims, became an accepted part of life in Nubrai.

      Nyrnn didn’t have the echo. Instead, she had struggled since the attack with strange episodes of pain and fatigue. They would come on randomly and often caused her to sleep for days or, worse, spend time in Shimmerview’s single healing pod. Sometimes she passed out in crowds, embarrassing herself as she had at the assembly, having to rely on others to carry her to safety. As bad as that was, it was better than the few times she had passed out alone and been left for hours before someone found her. She had learned to never be too far away from others, but also somehow never too close. They considered her a “lucky survivor.”

      Nyrnn looked back out the window, still holding her aunt’s hand in her own. She wanted to offer comfort. Was it scary to be stuck in your body this way? In your mind? Or was L’lor even still there?

      I love you, L’lor, Nyrnn thought, squeezing the unresponsive hand. Please. Please. But what was she asking for? For L’lor to return to them? To blink her cloudy eyes and be back to how she used to be? There was no evidence that the condition could be reversed. This was how L’lor would be until she died. At least her father kept L’lor here instead of leaving her in one of the healing houses with other victims. Maybe that helped.

      Malia had been L’lor’s sister. In the years after the attack, Nyrnn would often find her mother sitting in this room, in this chair, chatting with her sister about what she had seen on her travels. It was only at these times that Nyrnn would hear Malia’s account of what she had seen. Nyrnn would listen to the stories, her small body hidden in the shadows, and dream about what it would be like to search the mainland. Back then, Nyrnn had believed that she could be an explorer one day too.

      And yet, even with L’lor in the house and Nyrnn with her own problems, Malia continued to go on more and more expeditions. Perhaps it was just that she felt such a strong desire to travel. Maybe she wanted to get away from here. In any case, one day she left for the last time and never returned – killed when her team had been attacked by a raiding party.

      And so Nyrnn took her place. Held L’lor’s hand. Made sure that… what? That she knew someone was here? If she could still know things. Nyrnn might feel embarrassed when she passed out. She might feel that she had to stay where others could protect her. Help her. But she was lucky. It could have been much, much worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      A few days had passed since Nyrnn’s collapse at the assembly. She had spent the time at home and finished her essay for Teacher Umbynt. When she dropped it off at his office, Umbynt had nodded, telling her he would grade it right away, and she should come back in a few hours.

      Nyrnn headed to find Hala. The classrooms for the littles were closest to the street. When Starfall had been attacked by the Draihan raiders, there was talk of moving the littles to a more secure area. The fact that the raiders had targeted wynn children was treated as unimportant by the parents of Shimmerview. Surely their children were just as vulnerable? Nyrnn’s memories of that time were fuzzy, as she had been suffering from a long spell of exhaustion. She had attended a few of the many town meetings; her father had often been asked to weigh in on the future of Shimmerview. Nyrnn remembered how scared everyone had been.

      Of course, they weren’t in any real danger. Starfall was a day’s trip by sled from Shimmerview, much longer by foot or horse. The Chosen had reacted swiftly, sending out the guard, and the battle had moved to the mainland.

      Giggling floated down the hall as Nyrnn neared Hala’s classroom. She peeked around the corner, trying to observe without being seen. No luck – Geordynn spotted her right away. Geordynn was obsessed with Nyrnn. During her frequent visits he had decided that Nyrnn was the “absolute best,” and he would ask Hala when she was coming to visit again. His chubby cheeks lit up when he saw her, and he instantly dropped the crayons he had been working with to run across the room.

      “RinnRinn!” he squealed, wrapping his warm arms tightly around her knees.

      “Geordy,” Nyrnn responded, laughing at the child’s delight. She glanced around the room and noticed there were only five littles here today. Sometimes the room felt like it was bursting with joy and energy. She wasn’t sure how Hala could stand being in the middle of it every day. The littles looked to be doing an art project; most of the class must be elsewhere.

      Hala looked up and smiled at Nyrnn. “It’s quiet today – most of the students went with Jain to look at some rabbits we found near the edge of the Academy. And to get some fresh air.”

      “Why did you stay behind?” Nyrnn asked Geordynn.

      “I’ve already seen the rabbits,” he replied seriously. “They were boring.”

      Hala sighed while smiling, and pulled Geordynn’s arms from around Nyrnn, attempting to free her friend. “You need to finish your picture.”

      “Can Nyrnn tell us a story?” he asked, looking between Hala and Nyrnn, not sure who needed to give permission.

      “After you finish, you can ask,” Hala replied before Nyrnn had time to say yes. Geordynn went back to the table with the other littles and continued working on his picture. Hala and Nyrnn gave them some distance, walking to the front of the room and leaning against the desk, watching the small hands busy at work.

      “Feeling better?” Hala asked, her eyes on the littles.

      “Yes, I’m fine, really,” Nyrnn replied, trying to erase the worry from Hala’s voice.

      “It was stupid that the kid dressed up as a Shadowed One. The teacher should never have allowed it.”

      “It wasn’t the costume,” Nyrnn replied. “I just… it’s just me, I guess…”

      Hala turned her inquisitive eyes on her friend. “I figured it might have brought up a bad memory?”

      “I barely remember the attack.” And Shadowed Ones don’t look like that kid, Nyrnn thought to herself.

      “You sure? I already told off his teacher, but I can do more. I mean, his parents should know better, for one…”

      “No, no, it’s fine. It wasn’t the costume. Don’t worry about it. It’s just me.” Nyrnn didn’t want to draw any more attention to her attack.

      “If you say so,” Hala said, eyes returning to the littles. “I’m so glad we live in Shimmerview and not Starfall. I can’t imagine what it must be like having those things roaming in the streets. It’s barbaric. I don’t understand why the Chosen hasn’t dealt with it.”

      Nyrnn thought of the shining buildings and colourful people, mere remnants of memory from the day she was attacked. There might be risk, but there was also something so awake, so alive about the Shining City. Shimmerview was peaceful, but it was also sleepy.

      “Do you want to attend the announcement tomorrow? Hear about the state of Nubrai?” Hala asked.

      The Chosen’s Speaker was coming to Shimmerview to give an address. Nyrnn liked to attend when she could. While news from Nubrai came through many mediums, the public addresses were part update, part public spectacle, and Nyrnn enjoyed seeing the officials from Starfall and watching the reactions from her neighbours in Shimmerview.

      “Yes, I want to see this new Speaker.” The old Speaker, Gurhynd, had been a lovely older man who, these past few years, had struggled to speak loudly enough, even with the use of an amplifier. Ever since the Draihan raiders attacked Starfall, he had appeared to grow smaller each time Nyrnn saw him, as if slowly disappearing.

      “My brothers say that the new Speaker has family ties to the Chosen. Apparently they are a relative of his wife. The elected officials are furious, of course. There may be no rule that the Chosen must pick a Speaker from among the elected officials, but it’s tradition.” Hala made a tsk sound, shaking her head.

      “Why does that matter?” Hala’s brothers both studied politics at the Academy, and one had moved to Starfall to work with the unions. Hala was proud of both of them, although she would rarely say so. They knew things, and through them, Hala knew things. Nyrnn had caught other teachers going to Hala for clarification on political appointments or announcements coming from Starfall. Hala always took these requests seriously, enjoying being the centre of attention.

      “Well, the Speaker is telling us what the Chosen and the political leaders want us to hear. If they were elected, they are responsible to those who elected them. If it’s a family member of the Chosen, then they are responsible to the Chosen.”

      “But the Chosen was… well, chosen – by the gods to watch over the Island. They are responsible for us all.” Nyrnn was watching the children, her attention wandering. She didn’t find politics as interesting as Hala did.

      Hala scoffed. “It’s not like Gall’or appears to pick each new Chosen.” Hala adopted her “lecture voice,” sounding much like she did when she talked to her students. She did this sometimes, as if she believed that Nyrnn’s situation meant that she didn’t know anything about the world. Nyrnn considered pushing back, talking about the bloodline of the Chosen that separated them from the rest of the citizens. Instead, she let out a breath and released the argument, letting Hala tell her what she already knew.

      “RinnRinn!” Geordy yelled, bouncing across the room with his art project, a welcome interruption. He looked to Hala. “Is this done?” Hala took a serious look at the painting as Geordy plastered a paint-covered hand onto Nyrnn’s pant leg, leaving a large orange smear behind. Nyrnn held her breath, hoping Hala would nod.

      Hala looked at the other children. “Are you all done?” They nodded their heads. “Clean up, then gather on the carpet for a story.” They hurried their little bodies, putting supplies away in cubbyholes. They put most of the stuff where it belonged; Nyrnn knew Hala would go back over the shelves later and make sure the supplies were neatly organized.

      The “sharing carpet,” as they had named it, was made from scrap bits of textile that would otherwise have been thrown away. It contained strips of beige, brown, grey and black, the most common dyes in Shimmerview. There were a few scraps of a violet purple that drew Nyrnn’s attention. Something different. She liked to imagine that it had come from a test garment from the Shining City. Traveling to Shimmerview where, eventually, it ended up here, helping the littles share.

      The five small ones gathered around Nyrnn, eyes turned to her with excitement. Nyrnn would visit and tell them stories most weeks. This was one reason Hala thought Nyrnn should become a teacher’s helper. Nyrnn loved telling stories, but she couldn’t imagine making this her life.

      “What do you want to hear today?” she asked them, her voice light, feeling their attention focus on her.

      “Gall’or and Tetwynn!” yelled Geordy. He always wanted to hear about them.

      “The creation of the Island!” spoke up another little, Jia.

      “The creation of the wynn!” yelled another.

      Nyrnn thought about her recent essay and the claim that Tetwynn had pulled down the moon to create the wynn children. That would make a good story.

      “Hmmm… I will tell you about how Tetwynn created the wynn. Sound good?” They all nodded.

      “Gall’or and Tetwynn created the Island of Nubrai and surrounded it with pillars to protect the people. They built Starfall and the farming cities, and the people moved to the Island and they were happy. However, even though life was better than it had ever been before, the people felt unsettled. The people asked the gods, ‘What happens now? What should we do?’” Nyrnn looked at the faces of the children, but she didn’t see them. Instead, her imagination illustrated the story, and she saw the form of the gods standing among the people, shining and strong.

      “Gall’or and Tetwynn were gods, but they were also teachers, so what do you think they told the people?” Nyrnn asked.

      “To do what they told them to do!” shouted Jia.

      Nyrnn shook her head.

      “To farm!” yelled Geordynn.

      Again Nyrnn shook her head. “What does Miss Hala want you to do?”

      “To… not make a mess?” one of the littles tried.

      “To learn,” Hala laughed, offering the answer.

      “Right. The gods wanted to teach the people how to be like them, and then how to teach others, and so on. So they created a city for learning and the people came and learned from the gods. Gall’or taught them to farm and build and how to create a government. He created stonetych for them to use, infusing his energy into objects. Society advanced, and the people were happy. However, as much as they learned, the people could never duplicate what the gods did, and so they relied on them. Tetwynn grew worried, as she knew one day she and Gall’or would need to return to the sky.”

      Nyrnn saw the frowns on the surrounding faces. A sadness.

      “So Tetwynn reached up into the sky one night and pulled down some of the light of the moon. She took this light, and she gave it to a group of children that lived in her temple while their parents worked in the fields. Each child took a piece of the light and brought it into their heart. Then she approached each child and kissed them lightly on the forehead, awakening their wynn powers. When she was done, the children stood there, feeling the world in a new way. She told them that they needed to take care of the others and prepare for the day when the gods would need to leave.”

      Nyrnn visualized the scene in her head. She saw the sad look from Tetwynn as she gave power to the children, perhaps wondering what would happen after they left. Had they done enough? Would they survive? Looking around, she saw many of the littles had their eyes closed. There was a tear running down Jia’s cheek.

      Nyrnn stole a glance at Hala. She raised one eyebrow. The version that Nyrnn told of the story wasn’t exactly the one that was in the books. Hala smiled and nodded, caught up in the story as well.

      “Why did they leave?” Geordynn asked, opening his eyes.

      Possible reasons passed through Nyrnn’s head: to help others, to find the other gods, to start a new world… The old histories contained many explanations. Seeing the concerned faces around her, Nyrnn decided.

      “Because we didn’t need them anymore, and so they returned to the sky. But they are always with us.”

      “Helping us with the crops!” Geordynn added.

      Nyrnn smiled, feeling a bit winded by the retelling, but also satisfied. The littles were calm and happy. Geordynn’s family were farmers.

      “Yes,” Nyrnn replied. “Farmers are cherished by the gods, and the sun and moon continue to look over our crops.”

      Geordy’s mouth was a circle of awe. She knew he would try to tell this story at the dinner table tonight. She hoped his family enjoyed it too. Some citizens felt such tales were too fanciful. But Nyrnn enjoyed them. They could be true, couldn’t they?

      “I’m going to be a wynn when the Awakeners come next year!” Jia exclaimed. “I’m going to go to Starfall and help everyone!” The others nodded.

      Nyrnn smiled, remembering feeling much the same when she was their age. “Remember, the farmers feed Starfall, feed the wynn. They are just as important.”

      Geordy smiled again at this, puffing up his little chest.

      Hala helped Nyrnn stand, and she said goodbye to the littles. It was time for her to meet with Teacher Umbynt and see if she had finally graduated from the Academy.

      

      Nyrnn walked the quiet hallways. Most students were in class right now. Her footsteps hurried as she considered the possibility that she might be finished with classes. It may have taken her longer, but she still did it.

      Umbynt’s office was in the teachers’ wing of Shimmerview Academy. Here the walls were a dark wood that always made the space feel soft and quiet. Umbynt’s door was closed and when Nyrnn approached, she could hear voices within. She hesitated. Should she knock? Should she wait? The door muffled the voices, disguising the words. Listening more intently, she recognized Umbynt’s voice. The second voice was deeper. Not a student.

      Nyrnn continued to hesitate, fighting between not wanting to interrupt and needing to know if her essay was acceptable. She compromised by knocking lightly. If they heard it, great. If not, maybe she could come back later.

      The voices paused. She could hear chairs moving and then the door opened wide, revealing Umbynt and a second man. The stranger looked older than her teacher. He was taller and seemed to hunch a bit in the crowded academic office. Where Umbynt’s clothes were the muted tones common to Shimmerview, the stranger had on a rich brown riding coat with a short collar over a black shirt and pants. The room smelled of dust and dirt.

      “Nyrnn?” Umbynt said, surprised to see her on the other side of the door. Nyrnn tried to shrink, regretting her choice to interrupt.

      At the sound of her name, the stranger turned and met Nyrnn’s gaze. His eyes were deep brown and fixed firmly on her own, grey stubble traveling up his face to disappear into wavy hair. There was something impressive about this man. He held the room. Where Umbynt was a slight man who always seemed to be missing something (often his glasses, sometimes his lecture notes or his lunch) this stranger felt purposeful. As he looked at her, she felt as if she was being scanned. It was uncomfortable.

      “Sorry, I… I can come back.” She backed up.

      Umbynt opened his mouth to speak, but the man held up a hand, stopping him. “Nyrnn Ashall?” His voice was deep and gravelly. Her feet stilled. She nodded. Why did this man know who she was?

      “I am here to talk about your future.” He grimaced. “Sorry, that sounds foreboding. I’m here to talk about what you are doing after graduation.” Nyrnn wasn’t sure what to do. Her pulse quickened, and she had to focus on her breathing. He seemed to pick up on her anxiety and raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “Just a conversation to see if you are interested.”

      Umbynt spoke up. “Robern Haedern is visiting from Starfall. He’s here to offer you some options. Robern, you can use my office.” Umbynt shuffled from behind his desk and exited the room. Robern gestured to the chair he had been sitting in, as he moved to get behind the desk. Nyrnn slid into the chair quietly, watching the large man try to navigate the small space. He knocked over a pile of books that were on the corner of the desk, and she could hear him cursing under his breath. Strangely, this show of struggle put Nyrnn at ease. She felt her anxiety slip away, replaced by curiosity.

      “Miss Ashall,” he said, grunting as he finally got himself into the chair. “Teacher Umbynt says you are about to graduate, but you have not decided on what you will do next. Is that correct?”

      “Yes,” Nyrnn replied, feeling sheepish.

      “I hear you are one of the affected?”

      “The ‘affected’?” Nyrnn asked, confused.

      “A lucky survivor, as they say. Sorry, I find that term ludicrous.”

      Nyrnn nodded, feeling herself warming to this strange man.

      “Is that why you haven’t made a choice?”

      Nyrnn looked away. “I’m not sure what I can do.”

      “What would you like to do?”

      Nyrnn was surprised at the question. Most often, people told her what she could do. What her options were. They didn’t ask. She found herself unsure how to answer.

      “I… I know my options are limited, but I think I may be able to do more.” Nyrnn looked at her hands. “I’ve heard that work in the libraries is usually quiet, and I might be able to help the scholars with their work.”

      “Teacher Umbynt speaks highly of your work in history. You should pursue it.”

      “I…” Considering Umbynt had criticized an earlier draft of her paper for not being sufficiently critical, she was surprised at the praise.

      “I have a wonderful offer for you,” Robern continued, not reacting to her look of surprise. “I am doing research on the Shadowed Ones. If you come help me out for a few weeks, I can introduce you to an archivist who would be happy to train you. A year in Starfall, and then you could work back here, at the Academy, if that’s what you wish.”

      Nyrnn’s mind spun. She grabbed onto the first question. “Help you?”

      “Yes. You are unique. The first person we have found who not only witnessed an attack, but survived the attack itself. My colleague and I believe you could possess information that we need to further our research. We plan to stop them.”

      He met Nyrnn’s eyes, pausing, registering her confusion.

      “Nothing to worry about. A few tests, some fact checking. And then you can meet the archivist.”

      Nyrnn wanted to help. “Can we do the… tests… here?” she asked.

      Robern hesitated. “Well, no. We will need our equipment.”

      Nyrnn looked down at her fidgeting hands. She again saw the orange smear on her pants and felt her cheeks redden, her mind focusing on how ridiculous it must look. Anything to keep her from thinking about leaving Shimmerview.

      “Uh,” Robern started, searching. “Don’t you want to become an archivist?”

      Nyrnn looked at him, uncertain of what to say. Of course she did. But it wasn’t that simple for her. She wanted to work in the library because she thought she could do so without leaving Shimmerview. Without leaving her family and Hala and the people who understood her condition.

      “Nyrnn?” he asked, filling the silence, worry in his voice.

      “You’re wrong. I don’t want to be an archivist,” she said, desperate to fill the void.

      “You don’t?”

      “No.” Nyrnn stood, heart pounding, wanting to leave.

      “Wait.” She turned back to face him. “I apologize. I misunderstood.” He sighed, smiling at her, his eyes still careful. “Will you meet with my colleague, help us out? Just a quick interview?”

      Nyrnn felt her breathing slow. She nodded.

      “Thank you. The day after the announcement.”

      Nyrnn nodded.

      Robern held out a paper. “Congratulations, graduate,” he said, handing it to her. It was her essay.

      Nyrnn took the paper and slipped out of the room.
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      Nyrnn waited outside her house for Hala to arrive. After her surprise meeting yesterday, she had left the Academy in a daze, her mind fixed on the idea that she might help Robern learn more about the Shadowed Ones. Help him stop the Shadowed Ones. Could such a thing be possible? She did not know how she could help, but the idea that she might have something valuable to offer was exciting.

      Nyrnn tapped her hand against her leg, using the distraction to keep her mind from straying to other topics. Other possibilities.

      Hala appeared around the bend, carrying a small package with her. Her steps were sure, her smile wide. Nyrnn felt herself lighten as her friend neared. She caught the smell of cinnamon and sugar.

      “Sweet buns!” she laughed, walking towards her friend.

      “One of the treasures of Shimmerview,” Hala said, pulling one of the local desserts from the bag and handing it to Nyrnn.

      Nyrnn bit into the bun right away. Still warm from baking, it melted in her mouth. She closed her eyes, taking it in.

      “Miss Vyna outdid herself again.”

      “Ooom,” Nyrnn said in response. Miss Vyna was seventy-three years old and baked a few batches of sweet buns each week, extra for festivals. Nyrnn had been enjoying them her entire life. For her, the taste of these sweet buns was celebration.

      The friends began walking towards the temple, their steps unhurried.

      “What’s the occasion?” Nyrnn asked.

      “Well… maybe this is premature, but I hope it’s congratulations. How was your meeting with Teacher Umbynt?”

      Nyrnn swallowed hard, almost choking. “What do you mean?”

      “Did he like your paper? Did you pass?”

      “Oh. Yes. I’m done!”

      “Congratulations!”

      Nyrnn smiled, taking another bite, enjoying the moment.

      “Thanks for your help yesterday. Do you know what you want to do now? Teacher’s helper?” Nyrnn could hear the hope in her voice. She started to respond, a joke about Geordynn and the littles forming in her mind. But the words died on her lips, as her mind flooded with details from the meeting, details she had been avoiding. Her steps slowed.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Nyrnn took a deep breath. She had to tell someone. The words were slow at first, but came out quickly as she told Hala about the meeting. She described Robern and his offer to help her become an archivist. She told Hala about the interview she had agreed to. As the words tumbled out, Nyrnn felt a release. Hala would understand.

      Nyrnn finished as the path sloped up the hill that led to the temple. People were gathered around the steps, waiting to hear from the Speaker.

      When Nyrnn finished, she looked at her friend, searching her eyes.

      “Do you want to be an archivist? I didn’t think you liked research that much,” Hala said.

      Nyrnn shrugged. “It was an idea I had.”

      “Train in Starfall?”

      “I couldn’t do that,” Nyrnn said, looking away. “It’s a wonderful opportunity for someone, not me.”

      “Was he pressuring you? I can join you for the interview,” Hala offered, her voice loud. “For someone who is studying the Shadowed Ones, he doesn’t seem to know much about your condition. He shouldn’t be pushing you to leave your support system.”

      “I—” Had he been pressuring her? Nyrnn squeezed her hands at her side. She felt the edge of anger. Was Hala right?

      “And what kind of experiments does he want to do? That sounds very suspicious to me.” Hala’s voice was increasing in volume as she increased in speed. Nyrnn hurried to keep up.

      “Starfall is dangerous. Why would you ever go back there? He just doesn’t understand.”

      Hala paused, Nyrnn almost running into her. She turned to Nyrnn, her manner uncertain.

      “You want to be a teacher’s helper, right? You don’t have to. You’re just so good with the littles, and I would be right there if you needed anything…” Hala’s voice was soft, vulnerable. The change in mood caught Nyrnn off guard, and she released her earlier feelings, focusing on her friend.

      Hala. Her protector. Her friend. Nyrnn knew what she wanted to hear.

      “I want to. I’m considering it, I promise,” Nyrnn said, and was rewarded with a smile.

      Nyrnn reached out to hug her friend. She could feel Hala tense, and then soften, returning the hug. “I just think it would be fun,” Hala said. Nyrnn squeezed harder, then let go.

      “These buns are better than usual, don’t you think?” Nyrnn asked, changing the subject.

      “Oh, yes, I heard that Miss Vyna has a new love interest in her life,” Hala said gleefully.

      “Old Miss Vyna?”

      “Yes! Someone she met when she was much younger.” Hala told the story and Nyrnn listened absentmindedly as they found a spot near the back of the crowd.

      

      The Temple of Tetwynn perched on a hill overlooking most of Shimmerview. Townspeople had gathered on the lawn in front of the temple, their eyes trained on the podium that had been added to the front steps for the Speaker. Nyrnn and Hala stood to the side at the back, keeping their distance from the crowd. Nyrnn could feel a slight pressure in the back of her skull, the beginning of a headache, but it was minor compared to what she had felt at the assembly.

      Much of the town was visible from this height. There was some movement in the marketplace, although many vendors would have closed shop for the announcement. Beyond the market, the fields stretched out towards the ocean. A few fishing boats bobbed in the waters, although most were in dock today. Out further, the pillars rose from the ocean, piercing the water and reaching for the sky. Looking at the ocean, Shimmerview seemed alone, isolated, its own little peaceful pocket of the world.

      Members of the government were easy to spot. Where the locals wore mostly muted colours and clothing that was utilitarian and loose fitting, the officials’ clothes were much more colourful and well tailored, all clean lines that made them look taller and sleeker. In fact, as Nyrnn watched a worker in coveralls adjust the podium at the direction of one official, the contrast between the two was stark. There were half a dozen officials on the stage. This was new. Gurhynd had always had only one.

      Hala pointed to one official, a woman wearing a sleeveless navy coat, buttoned up the front, the collar stiff and coming halfway up her neck. “You could cut your own throat on that!” she whispered, eager to comment on the new fashion from Starfall.

      “The colour is beautiful,” Nyrnn said, looking down at the grey dress she was wearing, only to notice a smudge near the bottom.

      “Impractical,” Hala replied.

      A young man walked through the temple doors and approached the podium. He looked to be only a few years older than Nyrnn and Hala. His dark hair was pulled back from his face, and he was wearing a deep red coat with gold trim down the front. It was strange to see him wearing the same coat Nyrnn associated with Gurhynd. On the old Speaker the coat had seemed muted, the lines soft and colours faded from a decade of wearing it to these announcements. On the new Speaker it was sharp and commanding. He stood with his arms clasped behind his back as he looked out over the waiting crowd.

      Hala elbowed Nyrnn lightly in the ribs, mouthing the words, “Not elected,” reminding Nyrnn of their earlier conversation. Nyrnn nodded and went back to watching the stage.

      “People of Shimmerview, I am Dall’ynn Yaral and I am the Speaker for the Chosen. Shimmerview, your hard work continues to support all citizens on the Island. All citizens thank you.” His voice was high, as if he was unsure of himself. Nyrnn wondered how long he had been Speaker. Gurhynd used to begin his announcements with the same words.

      He shuffled through some papers. “Uh, the improvements to the Silver Orb Academy have been completed. Wynn children are safe again in Starfall. The Chosen has decided that the Awakeners will be sent next month to check for any wynn in Shimmerview.” People moved their bodies at this, some whispering to each other. Nyrnn could make out some of the words. Is it safe? It’s too soon. The woman in blue leaned forward, touching the Speaker’s arm. He nodded.

      “The Chosen’s primary concern is for the welfare of the wynn children. The Academy is safe now, as is Nubrai. The Draihan will not return. Wynn children must go to the Academy, for their own safety and for the benefit of the Island. The Chosen expects you to welcome the Awakeners as you always have. Shimmerview has always been a great friend to the Chosen and to Nubrai.”

      Nyrnn heard the whispering grow quieter. The woman in blue looked out over the crowd, as if she was taking a tally of those who were unsure. Of course, the Speaker was right, the wynn needed to go to the Academy. Without the guidance of the teachers there, a wynn child wouldn’t be able to help Nubrai. And they all knew the stories of the wynn children who failed to master the lowest level of control over their abilities. They would become sick or lose their minds. Nyrnn nodded, like many of those in the crowd. It was time to welcome the Awakeners back.

      “Over the next few months we will need Shimmerview to produce additional resources to restock the grain reserves in Starfall. The Chosen expects a good growing season this year, and this will give us a chance to make up for losses over the past few years. We are also asking for an increase in the fishing quota. Numbers have been distributed to the relevant overseers.The Chosen has foreseen that the summer winds may be strong this year, and therefore he has sent extra supplies to the overseers to ensure the crops are protected…”

      Nyrnn’s mind wandered as Dall’ynn talked about the upcoming weather. She wondered if the Chosen gave the announcements in Starfall? Or did the Speaker always talk for him? They were told that the information from the Speaker was from both the Chosen and the elected Council, although they heard little about the Council in Shimmerview beyond their biannual election of the Shimmerview representative. Nyrnn saw Caylar Hain standing to the side of the stage. She had been re-elected this year. Ardynn had said that Caylar was “finding her feet,” which Nyrnn supposed was a way of saying that the overseers didn’t listen to her.

      The announcement completed, the Speaker went back into the temple. Nyrnn watched him, finding it odd. She knew that there was no obvious spot for officials to meet inside the temple. The temple comprised a room with beds, the healing pod, and a small room for the healers to relax and make food. While the temple was the oldest and most impressive building in Shimmerview, it was not designed for political events. The old Speaker would come down into the crowd, talking with the audience, after he had finished.

      After the crowd dispersed, Hala and Nyrnn walked back home. Hala launched into her analysis of the new Speaker. She agreed with her brothers’ assessment that he was problematic. Nyrnn smiled as Hala’s description lingered a little too long on how young and attractive the Speaker was. Not that Hala was attracted to him – she assured Nyrnn – but choosing such a person to represent the Chosen seemed ill advised. His young age showed he did not have experience, so what qualifications could he possess besides sharing a bloodline with the palace?

      Nyrnn let Hala talk. Her headache faded, but the pain was replaced with fatigue. She needed to get home. The interview was tomorrow and she wanted to make sure she would be up to it. Hala lived in her own tiny house in the eastern district, not far from Nyrnn’s family home. They walked to Nyrnn’s house, as was their pattern, even though it would have been closer to go to Hala’s first. Then Hala gave Nyrnn a quick and unexpected hug, and headed off towards her own home.

      Nyrnn slipped into the house quietly, wondering if anyone was home at this time of day. She hadn’t seen either of her family members at the announcement. Moving quietly down the hall, she saw her father sitting at the table in the kitchen, a drink in front of him. This would be unusual for Ardynn on a regular day, but work was often interrupted when the Speaker came to town. He would have given time off to the workers so they could attend if they wanted to. While the Speaker had talked about increased yields for the farms, the overseers would have received this information at least a week earlier, therefore there was little need for Ardynn to attend. She walked towards him undetected. He was looking at a stack of papers on the table in front of him. Nyrnn felt uncertain and nervous. She looked over his shoulder and saw the papers were her essay.

      “Father,” she started, and he jumped at the sound of her voice. Beer sloshed from his mug and onto the table, some of it dripping on the essay.

      “Nyrnn, you’re home. Oh, no.” He mopped at the essay with a cloth napkin, dabbing it with more tenderness than an essay deserved.

      “It’s fine. It’s just a paper.”

      “It’s your last paper. Teacher Umbynt came by the Fields today. He told me you’re done.”

      “Isn’t that a good thing?” Nyrnn asked.

      “It’s a great thing. You worked so hard. Other parents told me I should take you out of classes, that it wasn’t fair to you to keep you there when you would never finish. But I knew that you would stay as long as you needed to. And you did. I’m just so proud of you.” His voice was warm, full of love. But there was something else. A note of sadness.

      “What’s wrong?”

      He shook his head slowly. “When you were hurt, and the healers couldn’t help you, I didn’t know what to do. And then your mother died, and I…” He sighed. “But here you are. A graduate. About to take on whatever comes next.”

      “Thanks,” Nyrnn said, laying a hand on his shoulder. He moved his hand to cover hers. She felt a tightness across her chest, knowing that things were changing. She took a breath, pushing this away. It was a happy day. “Actually, I wanted to talk to you about that…”

      “I hear they are looking for new teachers, and you could start as an aide in Hala’s classroom.”

      “Maybe. I’m definitely considering that,” Nyrnn replied, wondering if she should mention Robern’s offer.

      “Teacher would be such a great job for you, and the other teachers could cover for you anytime you needed time off.”

      “Yes, that would be nice.”

      “You need to choose something that will work for you. I’m sure we could find something for you at Shimmerview Fields if you’d like to work with your sister and me.” Nyrnn snorted under her breath. As much as Lyndia loved her, she knew her sister did not want to spend more time together. The feeling was mutual.

      Ardynn looked at her, and then away. “Your mother would be so proud that you finished. And that you want to take your place in society. You can teach all the littles about the mainland, teach them what she taught you.” Ardynn rarely talked about Malia this way. Usually it was stories of the past, events exaggerated beyond belief. The time that Malia and Ardynn had snuck to the coast in the middle of the night and spotted a whale so large the temple could easily fit atop it. Or the time Malia cooked pies for the Harvest Festival that were so delicious that they brought tears to the judges, including a woman who hadn’t cried in fifty years. The stories made Malia seem unreal – a caricature of the woman Nyrnn remembered. And yet the way her father’s voice caught as he talked about her made it clear he still grieved her loss.

      Normally, Nyrnn would change the subject or offer words of comfort. This time she asked a question that she had long wondered. “Do you think she should have stayed home? Stopped her traveling? Stayed with us?” Because as much as Nyrnn read and re-read her mother’s journals, she also felt the loss of the person who so often was away when she was growing up.

      Ardynn was quiet. His hands stilled as he no longer sought to mop up the spilled beer. He sighed. “No. You do not wish the wind to stay still just so you can feel the breeze whenever you want. Malia was an explorer. That’s who she was. I admire her for following her calling.” He coughed, the emotion clearing from his voice. “I’m just glad that both you and your sister have found a home here where it is safe.” He stood to clear the table. Nyrnn did feel safe here. This was where she belonged.
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      Nyrnn sat in an empty classroom, waiting for Robern’s colleague to arrive for her interview. He was late. Maybe Robern didn’t want to interview her now that he knew she wouldn’t come to Starfall with him.

      She wished Robern was the one doing the interview. She didn’t know this person or what they were going to ask. At least she had met Robern. She had turned down Hala’s offer to accompany her, a decision that she was now second-guessing.

      Nyrnn looked up as a man entered the room. At first, Nyrnn thought he was a teacher. His short brown hair was messy, and he was wearing glasses that reflected the light, hiding his eyes. His body was lean, and he had a bag slung across his body with papers sticking out of it. But while his manner matched that of Umbynt, his clothing set him apart. He wore a long travel coat, similar to Robern’s. Underneath, his pants looked simple and a white shirt peeked from behind the lapels of the coat.

      “Miss Nyrnn Ashall?” he asked, his voice flat as he posed a question to which he clearly knew the answer.

      “Yes.”

      “Cal’in Giell. I’m Robern Haedern’s colleague.” He came further into the room and sat at the desk next to her.

      Nyrnn watched him pull papers from his bag, arranging them in two piles on the desk in front of him. Unsure of what to do, Nyrnn found herself mesmerized by his actions. It seemed like each paper had to be in a particular order. But then why carry them all together in a bunch? The strange man had pushed his glasses up onto his head as he organized, seemingly oblivious to her presence. After a few moments, the papers were sorted. He took a breath and replaced the glasses on his nose, making eye contact with Nyrnn.

      “I’m going to ask you a series of questions. You don’t have to answer any of them if you don’t want to. If you don’t remember or are not sure, just let me know. The purpose of this interview is to learn as much as we can about the affected to see if there might be something we have missed or something we could learn that might be of aid to those suffering from the condition.”

      “Aid them? What do you mean?”

      He looked up. “One purpose of our study is to figure out how to help the affected people. Didn’t Robern tell you that?”

      She shook her head. “He said he wanted to learn more about the Shadowed Ones. Stop them.”

      “Ah.” Cal’in looked back at his papers. “Well, that is one aim of the research.”

      “How could you help the affected?”

      He met her eyes. “By finding a partial or permanent cure.”

      Nyrnn swallowed. “Oh.” Nyrnn saw L’lor sitting in the dark room alone, her eyes moving without seeing. If there was a way to help her…

      His gaze returned to the papers. He removed a pen from his bag and readied it on the page.

      “How old were you when you were attacked?”

      “Six. I was visiting my aunt in Starfall.”

      “L’lor Lashriael? Did she survive?”

      “She has the echo,” Nyrnn replied sadly. Cal’in raised his eyes from the notes he was taking, a warmth coming into his gaze.

      “I’m sorry.” He took a breath and continued. “What can you tell me about the attack itself?”

      Nyrnn saw a flash of black, a cloak, a hand. She shook her head, clearing it. “Not a lot. I was in my bed, asleep, and there was a knock at the door. I ran into the main room and saw a figure in a black robe standing there, and my aunt was on the floor.”

      “Did you see any of the figure’s features? Their face? Anything to identify them by?”

      Nyrnn shook her head. “Just blackness.”

      “And then they came after you?”

      “I don’t know. They must have. I just remember them standing over my aunt. And then I woke up in the temple.”

      Cal’in looked up, nodding. “How bad is L’lor’s condition? Can she perform the daily tasks that she used to? Or is she confined to bed?”

      “She can move around. Sometimes she knits, which she did before. But it’s always the same pattern. A small blanket.” Nyrnn paused, seeing the blankets in her mind’s eye, all piled together in the closet, a mix of blue and purple and green. Nyrnn was the one who most often purchased new yarn for her aunt. She tried to choose colours she remembered her aunt enjoying from before the attack.

      She continued, “She can feed herself, clean herself. It’s like she’s trapped, in her own mind. Is that normal?” All attacks occurred in Starfall, and it was most common for those affected to remain in the city, even if they had family in the outer villages. Nyrnn had heard of places in Starfall where the affected would live together while under the watchful care of healers. As far as Nyrnn knew, L’lor and herself were the only affected that lived in Shimmerview.

      “Trapped? What makes you say that?”

      Nyrnn shrugged. “When I talk with her… it’s like she is about to reply. Sometimes…” Nyrnn shook her head. “It’s silly, of course. But it just seems like she is there.”

      Cal’in looked at her, then returned to his notes. “I’ve seen many in that condition.”

      “Do you… do you know if any of the affected got worse? Over time?”

      Cal’in met her eyes. “No, but to be honest there isn’t a lot of information about the affected. The Shadowed Ones appeared around thirteen years ago. We really know little about them or the affected.”

      “Why not?”

      Cal’in shrugged. If the question surprised him, he did not show it. “Research into the Shadowed Ones is not popular in Starfall. They are feared, but many people think they can avoid the danger.”

      “Why doesn’t the Chosen do something?”

      He paused. “That’s not for me to say. I imagine the Chosen is doing something. In the meantime, Robern is looking into the problem. He believes we can find the solution.”

      Cal’in talked about the Chosen and Starfall in a way she wasn’t used to. In Shimmerview, Starfall was more of an abstract concept. The Chosen was supposed to be all-knowing and care for the citizens. The city was supposed to be advanced beyond anything she could imagine here.

      Cal’in cleared his throat. “What symptoms do you experience?”

      Nyrnn blushed. She had, of course, talked to the healers about her condition. They had used that information to suggest appropriate herbal remedies and practices that might help her. But no one else had asked Nyrnn this question before. When she had returned from Starfall, the healers had told her family what to expect. What to look out for. And her father had told the school. At that time, she was very weak, and someone else had always explained it for her. And now everyone already knew.

      “The healers could give you a better account than me. Have you talked to them?”

      “I want to hear it from you. Healers… see things through their own expectations. I want to hear how you experience it.” Cal’in said “healers” strangely. Missing the deference that Nyrnn was used to. She nodded.

      Nyrnn thought about the headaches she would get and the way her body would become sluggish sometimes. She thought about the loss of appetite and the dizzy spells. But this information felt personal. He didn’t need to know just how weak she was.

      “I sleep a lot, I guess. More than other people. I’m not sure, but I think that’s part of it.” Cal’in nodded, making a note. “Sometimes I get this feeling and it’s like everything shuts down and… and I pass out,” she finished lamely.

      “Do you notice this in connection to any specific internal or external event?” Cal’in asked, meeting her eyes, his pen hovering above the page.

      “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      “Can you describe what was going on the last time it happened?”

      “I was at an assembly at the Academy. It was the annual Assembly of Achievement. All the students were there to present on what they had learned this past year. I was fine at first. But then I felt dizzy, and my friend helped me outside into the hallway where I collapsed.” Nyrnn said the last bit quietly.

      “Lucky you had a friend there,” Cal’in said, his pen scratching away.

      “It was.” Nyrnn’s memory reminded her of another time. “A few years ago, I collapsed when I was alone. I was at the market picking up some groceries for my family. On the way home, I took a shortcut behind some homes and I collapsed. I tried not to. I tried to keep it from happening.” Nyrnn remembered fighting against her racing heart and the black dots that had filled her vision. As she had collapsed, she had felt frustrated and then ashamed for believing she could take a shortcut, something any normal person could do.

      “When I didn’t come home, my father was worried, and he organized all the neighbours to search. They found me a few hours later, unconscious in the mud, the groceries ruined.” Nyrnn could feel her cheeks burning as if it had just happened. After that, Hala had walked with her more often.

      “So, you have to be careful, then?” Cal’in asked. Despite the emotion Nyrnn felt in confessing this story, he seemed to take it in clinically.

      “I am careful. All the time. It doesn’t matter.”

      This got Cal’in’s attention. He sighed quietly, putting down his pen and massaging the bridge of his nose. Nyrnn watched him.

      “It’s not your fault,” he said. “It’s not something you chose.” The words came out clipped. He reached out his hand as if to touch her arm in comfort, but then he withdrew without making contact.

      “I feel guilty,” she said.

      “Guilty?”

      “For what everyone has to do for me,” she said, trying to explain. She had meant to say “embarrassed,” but this felt more true.

      Cal’in’s eyes widened for a moment and then returned to normal. “You were attacked. This is not your responsibility.” He cleared his throat and picked his pen back up. “What do you do when you feel an episode coming on?”

      “The healers gave me a few practices I use. Breathing slowly seems to help. Not trying to do too much helps. I avoid crowds. I make sure I’m never completely out of sight of others in case I need help.” Cal’in nodded, making a final note, and then he packed up his papers, stacking each pile one on top of the other, and then returning them to his bag.

      “That’s it?” Nyrnn asked.

      “Yes, that’s it. Thank you for participating.” Cal’in got up, and Nyrnn followed suit. He held the door for her as they exited into the hallway.

      “Teacher Umbynt wanted to see you after our session. Something about your final essay?” Cal’in said, looking away.

      “Okay, um, thank you,” Nyrnn said. She waited a beat, unsure. Cal’in looked back and nodded in dismissal. Nyrnn turned and headed left down the hallway towards the teachers’ offices. She wasn’t sure what Cal’in had learned from her conversation. As she puzzled over the interview, she looked over her shoulder to see Cal’in was standing in the hallway and watching her leave. He started and then turned and walked in the opposite direction.

      Nyrnn took her usual route, skirting the classroom areas and heading by the library instead. She wondered what Umbynt wanted to talk to her about. He had said she was done, right? While Robern had been the one to deliver the news, surely he had been correct? A small worry formed in her mind. Perhaps he needed her to make revisions. Well, if that was the case, Nyrnn would do it. She planned out the books she would reference in the library in order to shore up her argument about the Golden Era. Her mind fell into a comfortable problem-solving pace as she traveled the corridors.

      In front of her, the hallway split, one half branching toward the teachers’ offices. Just before the split, Nyrnn noticed an older woman. She was sitting on the bench where students would sit to wait to talk to their teacher. The woman didn’t look like a teacher, although she was clearly not a student. She was small and squat, with a round face framed with short grey hair that was tucked behind her ears. She wore a loose blue cloak of a design Nyrnn had not seen before. She met Nyrnn’s eyes and nodded, clearly catching Nyrnn staring. Feeling awkward, Nyrnn looked away quickly. She walked past her, feeling self-conscious, as if the woman’s grey eyes continued to watch.

      Her mind distracted, Nyrnn did not notice that her heart had sped up. Rounding the corner, her breath caught, and she recognized the signs of an impending attack.

      Oh, no, not now, Nyrnn thought desperately to herself.

      The hallway in front of her was empty, and so she stopped at the side, resting her hands on the smooth wood walls, trying to gather herself. She closed her eyes, taking one breath in as she counted, and then exhaling. At first, it felt as if each breath was doing nothing to calm her heart, and it continued to pound in her chest. But after a few more breaths, her heart eased, the darkness receding. Nyrnn could feel a drop of sweat slide down her temple and drop onto her shirt.

      Nyrnn opened her eyes, pulled away from the wall and took a step towards Umbynt’s office. She was fine.

      Then a wave of dizziness crashed over her, the change so swift that Nyrnn felt nauseated, as if something had thrown her upside down. A buzzing in her mind that was growing louder even as a pressure descended on her shoulders, and her chest constricted. She fell to her knees as darkness entered the edge of her vision. Nyrnn felt helpless. She tried to cry out, but she couldn’t form any words.

      “Nyrnn!” a deep voice called out, and suddenly a large body was next to her, crouching, a warm hand on her back. “You’re okay. Just breathe.”

      She wanted to say she had tried that already. That it wasn’t working. But as she took her next breath, it helped. She took another and another, air filling her lungs. The darkness vanished, and her heart slowed. The pressure disappeared, and the buzzing was silent. An episode had never stopped so quickly and completely before.

      Nyrnn looked up, her hands gripping Robern’s arm, knuckles white. She released him, suddenly self-conscious around the stranger.

      His eyes met hers, concerned. “Are you okay?”

      Nyrnn looked away, embarrassed. “I’m fine,” she said, the words a little shaky as she slowly got to her feet.

      She heard him rise. “Here, let’s sit for a moment. Catch your breath.” She let him lead her to another bench, this one beside Umbynt’s office. She sank onto the wooden seat and Robern sat beside her.

      “Any lingering effects?” he asked, after giving her a few moments.

      Nyrnn was shocked. The attack had been sudden and powerful. She was used to the attacks beginning as a headache, and slowly becoming something more. Usually she had some warning. The speed and power of the symptoms had made it impossible for her to react. And yet now she felt fine. She wiped sweat from her forehead. She felt a bit tired, but nothing serious.

      In fact, she felt better than she had in a while. Her head was clear. No headache. No fatigue. The absence of symptoms was wonderful, but strange. She smiled slowly, uncertainly, as she met Robern’s eyes.

      “I feel great, actually. Now.”

      Robern smiled back. “That’s what I was hoping. When we were talking before, I didn’t have time to tell you about some of the work we have done already on the affected. I have been experimenting with different treatment options. We have made some progress, but I didn’t want to get your hopes up. I think you may have responded to this,” he said, and pulled a small cloth pouch attached to a string from his coat. Nyrnn looked at it curiously.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I made this from some herbs I purchased from a healer in Starfall. Yesterday, I intended to tell you about it. I didn’t know if it would work – but it seems to!” He smiled at her, but Nyrnn was too busy processing what this might mean.

      “I know you don’t want to come to Starfall, but I think I can help you. Here.” He handed Nyrnn the pouch. The cloth was some kind of burlap, and small leaves and twigs poked through. The pouch was heavier than she expected. It wasn’t pretty, but if it meant she could feel like this, she would wear it. She looped the string around her neck, attaching the pouch like a necklace.

      “Unfortunately, the herbs will probably only work for a few days. Maybe a week. I have more in Starfall. If you come with me, I can get you more. Perhaps the healer will even give you the seeds so you can grow your own. In Starfall, Cal’in and I have a lab set up at the Silver Orb Academy. We have a group of affected there that we are working with. You will be safe there. A few weeks, and then I will bring you back to Shimmerview myself. What do you say?”

      Nyrnn kept staring at the pouch. Was this a solution? It had seemed to work, but could she trust it? She had felt better before. And she had felt worse. The idea of being away from home and having an attack like she had just had had scared her.

      A new thought entered her mind. This could work. Robern would keep her safe. Maybe this was what she needed to do next?

      Nyrnn reacted, pushing those thoughts from her mind. Thinking about going on an adventure was one thing. But this was real.

      She shook her head. “I can’t.”

      Robern looked like he was about to protest. Instead, he exhaled. “Of course, it is up to you. Keep the pouch. We leave for Starfall in three days. Promise me you will consider my offer. You may hold the key to our research, Nyrnn. You could help many people.”

      “I… I will think about it,” she said.

      “That’s all I ask.” And with that, he left Nyrnn sitting in the hallway, clutching a strange pouch that smelled faintly of sweet hay. Nyrnn noticed the strange woman standing nearby, watching. She turned, her blue cloak disappearing from view.
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      Nyrnn walked the familiar path towards home, her body responding automatically, even as her mind was still in the hallway. She barely registered the sights and sounds as she moved, waving as she always did at Ms Olynn, nodding at workers wearing the coveralls of Shimmerview Fields. The movements were habitual. Easy.

      The attack in the hallway had been terrifying. It had come suddenly, and it had overwhelmed her easily. While the attacks had become more frequent over the years, and her recovery time longer, they had not gotten stronger. In the hallway, she had felt as if she were being pushed to the floor and thrown in the air. More than that, it had been as if a tidal wave of pressure had flooded into her mind, far too much for her to handle. Was this what she could expect from now on?

      And yet, when Robern had crouched beside her, it had disappeared in an instant.

      Nyrnn clasped the pouch around her neck. It seemed so strange that a herbal remedy could be this powerful. If it worked all the time, this would mean that it could help where the healing pod had not. Where the healers had not. Could she trust it? She couldn’t ignore the speed at which she had improved. She couldn’t deny the ease she felt now as she walked the streets of Shimmerview.

      Nyrnn paused, standing at the entrance to the market. It was busy today – most vendors still selling items from the previous season, the new vegetables having been only recently planted. Nyrnn saw jars of pickled vegetables or sweet jams made from last year’s harvest. There was a stall selling cheese and another with items of clothing. People milled about, looking at the wares. Most were selecting items on their way home to their families. A special loaf of bread to share at dinner. A cake to celebrate a milestone.

      Usually, Nyrnn would walk around the market. She would keep to the edges – within sight of those selling and buying – but also keeping a distance. She didn’t remember when she started this practice. Being in a crowd would often leave her feeling drained. It was easier to remain apart. Just another habit she adopted to manage her condition.

      With the pouch around her neck, her mind was clear. She didn’t have a headache. She didn’t feel fatigued.

      She stepped into the marketplace, bracing herself, but also curious.

      A few people looked her way, smiling, and continued on with their shopping. Nyrnn still felt okay. She walked further, heading towards the centre of the marketplace where a group was gathered, waiting to pick up their order from the butcher’s stall. The people joked with each other, sharing stories from the week. She could hear others commenting on the new Speaker.

      Nothing happened. Nyrnn felt fine.

      She continued to stand in the group for a few minutes, testing herself. Was that a headache? No. Did she feel dizzy? No.

      A baby cried, clearly tired and hungry from a long day. The noise was loud. Nyrnn watched as the mother tried to shush the child, to no avail. Then the older sister got upset. She clutched at her mother’s skirts, trying to get her attention, as the mother continued to fuss over the baby. When she was ignored, the girl wailed again.

      Nyrnn felt compassion for the poor mother. But that was all. The noise did not affect her. Nyrnn walked up to the little girl and knelt in front of her. She just wanted attention.

      “Hello, little one, can I tell you a story?” Nyrnn asked, smiling.

      The little girl looked at her, then wailed louder.

      “Miss?” The mother looked at Nyrnn, the baby finally quieting. “My daughter is afraid of strangers. I’m sorry, but can you please leave?”

      Nyrnn stood, nodding, and backing away. Usually she was better with children. She dismissed this thought, again testing herself. Did she have a headache? No. Was she fatigued? No. Nyrnn wandered through the market, approaching the stalls and listening to the conversations.

      She didn’t know what this meant. It was not the case that she would always be affected if she entered the market. But it had happened enough times that she had grown used to avoiding the risk. Was this the work of this herb? But how did that make sense? Usually, a herbal remedy would be a tea that could settle an upset stomach or soothe a cough. The smell of lavender could help with sleep, she supposed, but it wasn’t strong. What was this herb doing to her?

      She left the market, waving to a few neighbours, and then continuing to walk towards home. When Robern had offered to help her find an archivist to train with in Starfall, she had said no. Working in the library in Shimmerview had seemed safe and it could be interesting. More interesting than a teacher’s helper. But she didn’t really want it. She wasn’t passionate about it.

      Ardynn loved working at the farms. So did Lyndia, in her way. Malia had loved being an explorer and Hala loved teaching. They all had found something that they loved doing. Nyrnn wanted that, too. She wanted to love what she did. But her choices had always been so limited that she only considered what she thought she could do. What she could handle. She was not strong like everyone else. And when so many people had spent their lives making sure she was okay, she had a responsibility to make choices that would not harm her. She had to be realistic.

      Did this herb change things?

      Nyrnn walked down the street towards her home. The stone and wood building was set apart from the others, with one side looking away from town to the open fields around Shimmerview. She grabbed the railing as she walked up the front steps, the smoothness of the wood familiar. Sometimes, after an attack, she would sit on this porch, wrapped in a blanket, and watch the people walking by. Her mother had sat with her on this porch sometimes, pointing out stars and teaching Nyrnn their names.

      Nyrnn pushed through the door and into the welcoming light. She was greeted with the smell of stew and the noises of cooking. Lyndia’s stew. Lyndia cooked most of their meals, and she was actually quite good. Not that Nyrnn ever told her that. She always felt guarded around Lyndia, and saying something, even something positive, seemed likely to start a fight. Nyrnn walked into the kitchen.

      Lyndia was stuffing extra kindling into the cook-top, muttering to herself. She looked up as Nyrnn entered.

      “You’re late,” she stated.

      Nyrnn took a breath. She looked at her sister. She was rushing. Perhaps something had gone wrong at the fields today. Maybe she had been worried about Nyrnn. Possibilities flooded Nyrnn’s mind, but they felt distant. The meal wasn’t ready yet. Nyrnn had done nothing wrong.

      “The stew smells amazing,” she said instead, walking up to the pot and bringing her nose close so she could inhale the aroma. Her stomach growled.

      “What are you doing? What’s that?” Lyndia asked, pointing to the pouch.

      Nyrnn paused. Unsure. Then a lie formed quickly in her mind.

      “A new remedy from the healers.” She smiled. It was from healers, just not the ones she knew.

      “Remedy for what?” She brought her hand to Nyrnn’s shoulder as if to push her out of the way. “You’re soaked through. Did you have an attack?” And her blue eyes found Nyrnn’s, narrowing.

      Nyrnn touched the same spot. It was damp. During the episode she remembered feeling the sweat run down the back of her neck.

      “It’s nothing. I’ll go change.” She pulled away and left the room, avoiding the larger question. She heard Lyndia go back to the stove.

      Nyrnn climbed the stairs, but headed for L’lor’s room instead of her own. She stood in the doorway. L’lor was sitting in her usual chair by the window, her sightless eyes moving. She was knitting another blanket, this time using the green yarn. The needles moved steadily, as if keeping rhythm to a song Nyrnn could not hear. She cleared her throat, but L’lor did not react.

      Nyrnn entered the room and knelt on the floor by her aunt. If these herbs helped her, would they help L’lor as well? Nyrnn carefully removed the pouch from around her neck and placed it on her aunt’s lap. She reached out, touching L’lor’s arm, willing something to happen.

      A minute passed. Then another.

      L’lor kept knitting.

      Nyrnn tried to meet her aunt’s gaze, trying to catch her moving eyes.

      Another minute passed.

      Why wasn’t it doing anything?

      Nyrnn and L’lor had both been attacked. They both had the condition – although L’lor’s was clearly more serious. If it helped Nyrnn, why wouldn’t it help L’lor?

      There was a sound at the door. Nyrnn turned, startled, to see her father standing there. Her heart jumped in her chest. She could usually hear him coming up the stairs. Rarely was someone able to sneak up on her.

      “Sorry,” he said, apologetic. “Lyndia said you have a new remedy?”

      Nyrnn looked at the pouch on L’lor’s lap. “I thought it might help her, too.”

      Ardynn came into the room, first walking to L’lor. “Good evening, L’lor. Nice to see you today. You were right about the weather. I did not need to worry about rain.” He spoke as if L’lor were perfectly healthy. Nyrnn smiled. She loved when he did that. He didn’t whisper to L’lor. He didn’t stumble. He always spoke to her as if they were having an interactive conversation.

      “So, how does this remedy help you?” he asked.

      “I… I had an attack. At the Academy. Then Robern Haedern, a friend of Teacher Umbynt, showed up with this,” she pointed to the pouch, “and it stopped. Immediately.”

      “I see,” he said, and he lowered his large frame to the ground, grunting as he did so. Once he was settled, Nyrnn told him about meeting Robern the other day, and then about her afternoon. She described the interview with Cal’in and then the strange episode she had on her way to see Teacher Umbynt.

      “Then Robern, he was just there. Beside me. And the attack was over. I felt fine. Good. Better than I had all day. He told me he had been experimenting with this herb, and that it should help me for a few days.”

      “Well, that is good news,” Ardynn said.

      “The herb is from Starfall. Robern has asked me to go with him. He is researching the Shadowed Ones, and he wants me to come to his lab for a few weeks and meet the healer that grows the herb.”

      “Starfall.” Nyrnn thought she heard a sigh. “How do you feel about that?” he asked.

      How did she feel about it?

      “I can’t go,” she said, the words out before she thought about it.

      “It sounds like this herb might be important. If it works like you say it does, it could help you live a more normal life.”

      “It’s not safe,” Nyrnn said, pulling her knees up to her chest and hugging them.

      “Not perfectly safe, no. But it sounds like Robern understands your condition. If he will watch out for you, it would be okay. There is a chance something bad could happen, but there is also a chance something very good could happen.”

      She looked up and saw him smile.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Think about it. You can always stay here.” He pushed himself up off the ground, grunting. “Right, L’lor? You’re proud of your niece who just graduated? What’s that? You think you can’t be old enough to have two nieces who have graduated? Trust me, I know what you mean.” He walked over to Nyrnn and placed a hand on her shoulder.

      “Do what feels right. I will see you downstairs.”

      And then he was gone, and Nyrnn hugged her knees tighter.

      Many times over the years, she would think about what her life would be like if she hadn’t been attacked. She would have studied to become an explorer. She would have headed to Starfall and joined the Guild. By now, she might be on her own expedition on the mainland. She would meet the people her mother talked about. She would find stonetych to bring back.

      This was a dream she had returned to repeatedly, even while knowing it could never be. The life she could have had.

      For the first time, she thought about what the lives of her family would have been like if the Shadowed One had chosen another house that night. Lyndia would have moved out after graduation. She would probably be in her own house now. Maybe she would have children of her own. Nyrnn would have left as well, moving to Starfall. Her father, now in an empty house, would he have remarried?

      She knew it wasn’t her fault she was attacked, but it wasn’t just her life that had changed that night.

      She sat back and retrieved the pouch from her aunt’s lap, returning it to around her neck.

      Maybe this herb was the answer, and maybe it wasn’t. Was it worth trying? She looked at L’lor again, but there were no answers in the movement of the needles. Nyrnn listened to the sound, the noise loud in the silence in the room. Even the insects were quiet.

      What should she do?

      Nyrnn waited another moment, then pushed herself to her feet and headed out of the room. For now, she would try some of Lyndia’s stew. That was a task she was ready for.
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        * * *

      

      Two days had passed. Robern had sent word that he was leaving in the morning. Nyrnn had tried out the pouch in a variety of circumstances, testing it, and herself. She snuck into classrooms. She spent time in the market. She went to Hala’s class and played with the littles. In each circumstance, the strange herb continued to work. She was sleeping well and waking full of energy. Her head was clear. She felt stronger. Instead of feeling overwhelmed when twenty children swarmed her during playtime, she could hold her own. She didn’t need to take time away. She didn’t feel dizzy.

      Hala commented on the difference. She had been skeptical of the strange herb at first, sure Robern was manipulating Nyrnn. But after Nyrnn spent the day with her class, Hala praised it. Nyrnn told her about the offer to go to Starfall. Hala had warmed to the idea, even suggesting that with the herb, Nyrnn might train to be a teacher, rather than just a teacher’s helper.

      Even Lyndia came around. At first she had scoffed at the idea, sure that one of them would be forced to travel to Starfall to retrieve her. She changed her mind after Robern came to visit. Lyndia had asked him several challenging questions about his work and where Nyrnn would be staying. However, despite her stern expression, she must have felt satisfied with the answers, and later that evening she had told Nyrnn she should go.

      That was yesterday. She had told Robern she still needed to think about it.

      And now the sun was setting, and she needed to decide.

      Still unsure, Nyrnn walked through the market, heading to the Inn where Robern was staying. She would need to have an answer by the time she arrived.

      It was just for a few weeks. Most people wouldn’t consider this a big decision. But it felt enormous to Nyrnn. She wanted to say yes, and yet she kept hesitating. Something was holding her back.

      Nyrnn saw the Inn ahead and recognized Cal’in standing outside. He looked like he had returned from his own walk, hands in his pockets, face turned towards the sky. Nyrnn looked up. Some of the brighter stars had appeared, although the sun had not yet fully set. She walked up to him.

      “Uh – Mr Cal’in?” she said, uncertain.

      He turned, looking at her. Then he looked at the sky again, taking a step back to gesture at the stars. “Cal’in is fine. I think the night is going to be beautiful.” He looked at her. “You’ve decided?”

      She opened her mouth, but no words came out. She wanted to say yes, but it wouldn’t come. Maybe if she had more time. How could she explain it to him? She looked down at the ground.

      “I don’t know.”

      “The herb has been working for you?” he asked.

      Nyrnn grabbed the pouch. “Yes. Thank you.”

      “That’s good. You should come to Starfall. Robern thinks you might really help us out.”

      Nyrnn looked up and saw him staring at her. She swallowed. “I’m…”

      I’m what? she wondered to herself.

      Scared.

      She looked away, her cheeks warm. She might have the pouch now, and maybe it would work. But she was still the same person. She had spent her life being careful, trying, and failing, to keep herself from harm. It would never change if she stayed. But what would happen to her if she left? What if she had an attack, and she lost consciousness? What if they decided she wasn’t useful for their research, and abandoned her in Starfall? What if the Shadowed Ones found her again?

      “Nyrnn.” Cal’in said her name, bringing her out of her thoughts, the questions in her mind churning around and around. “I’ve been working with Robern for years. He is an honourable man. He takes care of the affected people under his care. If you come to Starfall, Robern and I will be there with you the whole time. When you want to return home, whenever that is, one of us will bring you back.”

      His voice was even, flat, but his words addressed Nyrnn’s concerns.

      “This could help you.” His voice changed, getting deeper, before returning to the same even tone he used. “Do you want to come?”

      What did she want?

      He waited, holding her gaze.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Great. We will meet you at your house in the morning. Pack light, there might not be a lot of room on the sled.”
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      Robern Haedern sat at the small desk in his room. The quarters were tiny. This was the problem with timing his travel with the Speaker and his retinue. The previous Speaker had not traveled with quite so many staff. Dall’ynn Yaral had been an interesting choice, but he was barely an adult. He thought a large staff would demonstrate his authority. Gurhynd hadn’t needed such theatrics. People in these villages liked authenticity. Robern hadn’t watched the announcement, but he had heard from others that Yaral did not walk out into the crowd and speak to the people, eye to eye. Until he was ready to do that, he would have trouble winning these people over.

      The Speaker had required most of the rooms that Shimmerview had to offer, taking the largest and best rooms that were available. Robern had been lucky to get three. They were not luxurious, but at least he had his own room.

      He shifted his large frame, knocking his knee and bumping the desk, causing his papers to slide across the surface. He cursed under his breath. These rooms were ridiculous. Were people simply smaller in Shimmerview? These farming towns all seemed the same to him. This one farmed wheat? Or maybe beans? He couldn’t remember. Each town had a specialty they produced in large quantities, and then a larger variety of fruit and vegetables farmed on a smaller scale.

      Littlepoint was Robern’s favourite town outside Starfall. They had fields and fields of fruit trees and vineyards. In the late summer, the town smelled of ripening fruit. The peaches they grew were, quite possibly, the most delicious food in Nubrai. He had a few jars of preserves back at the Academy, but it wasn’t the same as being in Littlepoint. A slice of fresh peach pie? There was nothing better. If he had to live outside Starfall, he would choose Littlepoint.

      There was a knock at the door. Robern pushed the papers aside.

      “Come in,” he grunted.

      The door opened and Namiga stepped in. She looked around, and made her way to the bed, perching on the side of it, her grey eyes settling on Robern as she adjusted her blue cloak. Robern shifted, pushing the door closed, and moved his chair to face her.

      Robern had given her the best of the three rooms. She had a window overlooking the town and a space twice this size. An apology, of sorts. He wondered if she noticed.

      She didn’t speak. Instead, she tilted her head, waiting.

      “It was a calculated risk,” he finally said, breaking the silence. “And it worked. Cal’in reported she is coming with us.”

      Namiga nodded slowly. “And how are you going to keep up the subterfuge with the pouch once we get to Starfall?” Her accent was slight after all these decades in Nubrai, although Robern could still detect hints of it beneath her words.

      He waved. “I’ll figure something out. She wants to believe it’s true. That helps.” He looked away. “I know you wanted to do it differently.”

      “It will be harder your way.”

      “We found Nyrnn because we looked beyond the wisdom of the Academy and the Order – as you suggested. You were right. What else might we discover if we keep going down this road?” Robern met Namiga’s eyes, but he didn’t see her, instead focused on the possibilities in his head. Robern and Cal’in had spent years collecting information on the Shadowed Ones. They knew who had been attacked and where they had been attacked. They had studied those who were affected. But a year ago, they had hit a dead end. That was until Namiga had suggested they approach the problem differently.

      “You want to rush,” she commented.

      He shook his head. “I’m simply excited we finally have a fresh path to pursue. It’s been a long time.”

      “This might lead nowhere.”

      “It might. It might not.” Robern felt heat rising. He looked down at his hand, now clenched in a fist. Of course he wanted to rush. Of course he wanted to go faster. He had been fighting for years. He carefully opened his hand, releasing the tension. He would find out the secret of the Shadowed Ones. If this wasn’t the right path, he would find another. He would never give up.

      Namiga nodded, as if something had settled in her mind. “Okay.”

      “You agree with me?” He could hear the hope in his own voice. He didn’t want to do this alone, although he would if he had to.

      “I think it’s the best we have for now. I am tired of traveling. I received word that I’m needed back at the Academy.”

      “Problems?” he asked, curious.

      “Nothing important. Children pushing the boundaries.” She shook her head. “But I have been away too long.”

      Namiga had only joined them last week. She had resisted leaving her students, sure that they needed her. Namiga did not share much with Robern about her plans, but he knew that she was fiercely protective of the students she worked with, wynn who had trouble with their abilities. She was quite successful, perhaps owing to the different perspective she brought. However, she had a few students that had been with her for years. Robern knew these were the ones she worried about the most.

      Robern was grateful that Namiga had offered him a place to work, a place to bring the affected. His patients. More recently, she had offered to help with his work, an offer that was unexpected. While little had come from their collaboration so far, Robern was hopeful. It was Namiga’s insight that had led them here.

      Nodding, Robern said, “Well, we have what we were looking for. We will see what happens next.”

      She nodded. “Yes. We will.” Namiga pushed herself to her feet. She didn’t groan, but Robern could see it was difficult for her, a fleeting grimace visible on her face. Arthritis, she had told him, the perils of a life well lived.

      She opened the door, and then paused, looking back.

      “I can’t be certain, but I think she is weak. There are physical consequences for what she has been through. You will need to be careful.”

      Robern nodded. “I know,” he said, holding her eyes. “I do.”

      “When you helped her at the Academy, she thought you were someone who could protect her. But her fears are powerful. Prove her right.”

      “I will,” he promised.

      Namiga looked at him, studying his face. She nodded and left the room, pulling the door shut behind her.

      Robern shifted back to look at his desk. Namiga was right, of course. She had always been cool and collected when Robern had wanted to punch a wall. He appreciated her presence. He appreciated her questions. But she seemed satisfied to wait for answers, however long that took. After Tassian’s death, she had mourned, but she had also moved on. She had found a new purpose, and eventually a new partner. Robern couldn’t do that. He needed to know what had happened.

      Robern glanced at Cal’in’s notes from his interview with Nyrnn. They had known about Nyrnn from the beginning. They knew about all the living and deceased victims of the attacks. Nyrnn was young when she was attacked, the youngest to survive. But that alone did not make her stand out. For years she had been a name on a sheet of paper that he had given little thought to.

      Cal’in had taken good notes, his writing clear and concise. Robern usually gave him the task of recording information, as his own writing was atrocious. Cal’in had recorded Nyrnn’s answers to the questions, her description of her symptoms and the previous attack. After his first meeting with Nyrnn, Robern had guessed much of what she said here. The interview’s main purpose was to convince Nyrnn to come with them. To get her back to the Academy. However, it was interesting to get a glimpse into what she understood about herself. It was clear that the young woman struggled with the unpredictability of the attacks. It was interesting how easily people would accept a situation. How few questions she asked about herself. She was only interested in managing it. Well, he could help with that.

      Cal’in had made a few notes in the margins, his own reflections on the interview. Cal’in had initially been opposed to this new stage of their project, claiming that they needed to complete more research first. When Robern had continued to push, he had instead insisted that they visit several of the affected in the villages outside Starfall, searching for patients that were being cared for by their families. Shimmerview was their third stop, and Robern felt satisfied that Nyrnn was what they were looking for.

      He hoped she was what they were looking for.

      Cal’in had scribbled, “She believes attacks are unpredictable and unavoidable.” Lower down Cal’in wrote, “Relies on friends and family. This will be an issue.”

      Cal’in was a good researcher. He might force Robern to slow down, or argue against Robern’s ideas, but he was a hard worker and was dedicated to their project. They had debated earlier how to convince Nyrnn to come to Starfall. Robern had been certain his offer to help her find an archivist to work with would be successful. Teacher Umbynt had told him of Nyrnn’s desire. But he had read the situation wrong, and Nyrnn had refused.

      Then Robern had tried something a little more radical. Ensuring she had an attack in the hallway and then showing the power of his “herb.” It had been a gamble. He couldn’t be sure that it would work the way it did. But he had learned over the years that his gut was often right, and it had been that day.

      And yet, even then, Nyrnn did not want to come.

      Cal’in and Robern had talked for hours, trying to unravel the motivations that would have developed over her lifetime. It was crucial that she come to the Academy without knowing the true reason. Robern was unconvinced that knowing the reason would have prompted her to do so, anyway. And so they had thrown around ideas. Would she come to help the people of Starfall? Would she come if she thought it might result in a cure for her aunt?

      In the end, they had settled on two ideas. She needed to believe the herb could work for her and that going to Starfall would result in her being able to use this herb forever. Second, she needed to believe they would protect her. Take the place of her family and friends who made sure she didn’t get hurt.

      It wasn’t perfect. You could know all the details of a person’s life, and not know anything about who they truly were. But it seemed this new approach had worked. It had been enough to get her to agree. So now they could move on to the next stage of the plan.

      Robern could feel that he was on to something. This was going to work. Protecting Nyrnn would be easy – there were no dangers at the Silver Orb Academy. The herb would keep working indefinitely. More importantly, he would finally solve the problem of the Shadowed Ones. He would get his position back at the Order. He would end the fear in Starfall. He would bring the person behind this to justice.

      Robern looked down, seeing the sheet of paper crumpled in his balled fist. He took a few breaths, releasing his grip.
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      Robern appeared at Nyrnn’s door just after sunrise. As Nyrnn gathered the last of her things and placed them carefully in her bag, Robern had exchanged pleasantries with Ardynn. Both men had a large presence, although Robern was leaner than Ardynn, and when Nyrnn watched him from afar, he seemed more worn around the edges than her own father. However, much like Ardynn, he was loud and energetic.

      As Nyrnn hugged her father goodbye, Robern had picked up her bag, insisting that he carry it to the stables on the edge of town. Nyrnn promised to send a message as soon as she could, and then she walked away from the home she knew, the people she knew, following Robern through the streets of Shimmerview.

      Robern asked a few questions as they walked. Had she slept okay? Did she have everything she needed? Nyrnn responded, and then they fell into an awkward silence. Nyrnn stole a few glances at Robern, but his gaze was far away. Questions flooded her mind. What was Starfall like? Were they staying at the Academy? What help could she provide? When would she meet the healer?

      As much as she wanted to know, they stuck in her throat. She could feel the reassuring presence of the pouch around her neck. Robern had already helped her so much. She had offered to pay for the herb, but he had waved her off, insisting it was a gift. She was grateful for his help, but she also felt uncertain. If she asked too many questions, would he take it back? If he discovered Nyrnn could not help him, what would happen?

      The stables comprised three areas, one for horses, another for sleds used to transport crops to Starfall, and the third for sleds used to transport people. There were only a few horses. Most people would wait for a spot on a sled. Travel by horse was slow and uncomfortable, and only used for quick trips to nearby farms and outposts. Large sleds would transport people to and from Starfall every few days. A small tower stood between them, providing the Stable Master with a view of the fields around Shimmerview.

      Looking at the sleds, Nyrnn felt her excitement growing. While she had seen sleds move crops many times before, she had not ridden on one since her trip home from Starfall after the attack. Similar to the harvesters, the sleds were a large stone platform that floated a few feet off the ground. The sleds used to transport people had a lip around the edge that created a bench for people to sit on. Many of them also had tents attached to keep the occupants protected from the weather. At the front of each sled was a seat for the driver – a spot for the stone wynn to sit. They were the only people who could control the sleds.

      Cal’in was standing in front of the tower, his own bag in the grass at his feet. Robern led Nyrnn towards him.

      “And?” Robern asked, nodding at the younger man.

      “The Speaker is taking all the sleds,” Cal’in replied.

      Robern frowned. Then he looked at Nyrnn. “Just a moment,” he said, setting down their bags and heading into the tower.

      Nyrnn looked around. She noticed a group of people wearing the expensive clothes of Starfall, the bright colours setting them apart. They looked like officials from the announcement. Nyrnn checked the faces but did not see the new Speaker among them.

      As she glanced around, Nyrnn found her hand drawn unconsciously to the pouch around her neck, checking to make sure it was still there. Robern’s warning that the herb would only work for a limited time weighed on her mind. When would it stop? What would happen then? When could she get more?

      She turned to look at Shimmerview. The morning sun had not yet burned off the dew from the previous night. It was still early, and most of the town would just be waking. The town was quiet. For many of them, today would be like yesterday and the day before. But not for her.

      She danced nervously from foot to foot.

      “What are you doing?” Cal’in asked, glancing at her through his glasses. She noticed that they were smudged. His hair was just as messy as the day before, sticking in different directions, the beginning of stubble forming along his jaw.

      Nyrnn felt silly and so she tried to stop moving, carefully placing her arms at her sides. “I just want to get going.”

      “It won’t take long.” His voice was neutral, a statement rather than reassurance. The night before, it had seemed as if he had cared about her wellbeing, at least for a moment. But maybe Nyrnn was wrong about that. Today, he was reserved and distant.

      She nodded. Of course. Robern knew what to do.

      A few minutes later, Robern emerged from the tower and waved them over. “I had to call in a few favours, but we will get to use one of the sleds.” He sighed. “A slightly broken one, apparently.” From around the corner, a sled floated towards them, piloted by a woman who looked to be mid-age, with light brown hair pulled back into a tight ponytail. She wore a slim green jacket with a short collar over a tan dress. Nyrnn noticed the pin on her lapel, the same worn by the stone wynn at the Fields. The sled itself had a red tent on it, similar to those Nyrnn now saw the political staff climbing into. What was different was this sled was leaning, ever so slightly, to the left.

      Robern looked a little deflated as he watched the stonetych circle the building and stop beside them. As Nyrnn examined the sled, the fact that she was leaving with this man suddenly became real. Leaving Shimmerview. Her heart sped up in her chest. She squeezed the pouch, but it made no difference.

      An older woman came walking up the hill towards the three of them, a large bag in one hand. Nyrnn started. She recognized the woman. She had been sitting in the hallway of the Academy when Nyrnn had her attack. Robern waved her over.

      “Namiga! Late as usual.”

      “Calm down, Robern, I’m here. I see you have gotten us quite the elegant transport.” Her words sounded carefully chosen, and she spoke with a bit of an accent. She nodded at Cal’in and then looked towards Nyrnn.

      “You must be Nyrnn. My name is Namiga Genhana.”

      Nyrnn looked back towards Shimmerview, unable to engage with the new person. She had begun to move from foot to foot again, feeling fear heavy in her chest. Robern shot a look at Namiga, who shook her head slightly.

      “Nyrnn, uh, Namiga is from the mainland.”

      The mainland? Nyrnn looked at the woman more carefully. “Are you from the people of the forest?”

      Namiga smiled, the expression creating lines on her face, and bringing a sense of ease to Nyrnn as she looked at her. “No, but I have met some of them. Robern tells me your mother was an explorer. What an amazing life she must have had.”

      “Yes,” Nyrnn said. “What are they like?”

      Namiga laughed. “They are an unusual people, but they make the best root stew I’ve ever had. Come, I will tell you more on the trip. We have many hours to chat.” Namiga opened her arm, gesturing for Nyrnn to get on the sled. She hesitated for one more moment, looking over her city, the only place she had ever lived. The fields stretched out before her, reaching towards the sea. Along the coast, the docks were emptying as fishing vessels left to try their luck this morning.

      “Dear?”

      Nyrnn took a breath, and clutching the pouch in one hand and her bag in the other, she stepped up onto the sled.
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        * * *

      

      The first hour of the ride was quiet. Nyrnn had chosen a seat by the side, where the folds in the fabric created a window she could look out of. Robern and Cal’in had chosen seats closer to the door, and they were reading over their notes and having short, cryptic discussions throughout the trip. Namiga had settled opposite Nyrnn; however, instead of telling Nyrnn about herself, she had claimed she needed to meditate. The older woman sat with both feet planted on the floor, hands in her lap, and eyes closed. Nyrnn had waited a few minutes to see if Namiga would finish quickly. When nothing changed, Nyrnn shifted her focus to the window, watching the fields as they passed by.

      The speed of the sled was faster than a horse, although not as fast as Nyrnn had seen the fishing vessels move when under full sail on a windy day. Nyrnn was on the higher side of the sled. The tilt was enough that she had braced her feet to keep from sliding in her seat, but not so much that she was really afraid of falling forward. The sled did not need to stick to the roadways, as it could travel well over any even ground. However, for now, they appeared to be taking the main road that led to Starfall. They passed a few small farmsteads on their journey, but otherwise, it felt as if they were alone.

      Nyrnn pulled her mother’s journal from her bag and flipped through it. She had added two journals to her luggage as she was leaving this morning. Her favourite journal was the one that included when she was born. She had also grabbed a second one and stowed them both in her bag. She wasn’t sure if it was risky to take the journals with her. She didn’t know what she should take. Robern said they were going to the Silver Orb Academy. Nyrnn recognized the name – it was where the wynn children were sent. She wanted to ask why they were going there, would they meet wynn, and how long would they be there? But Robern and Cal’in seemed engaged in an important conversation, and so she held back, uncertain.

      Checking the date on the second journal, Nyrnn calculated that this one was from when she was eleven, a few short years before her mother disappeared. The loss still hurt. It was like a piece of Nyrnn was forever missing. For years she had felt as if her mother might still return, and tell them it had all been a mistake. She had been captured by raiders or finally been taken to the ruins she was searching for. She would apologize for scaring them and announce she would no longer travel to the mainland.

      Silly dreams. Nyrnn opened to the first page.

      My contacts have promised to introduce me to the lost people. I had heard myths of these people before. It is said they are descended from the Xuntwin, who ruled the mainland until their mysterious destruction a century ago. The myths claim the Xuntwin can create stonetych without the help of the gods. If they are this powerful, perhaps there is more they can do. Or maybe I have lost my objectivity. But even if they do not have these abilities, they may know of the location of stonetych we have not yet discovered. Perhaps these woods hide the answers I am searching for. The Draihan raids have decreased and Thoryn tells me that King Badurad has his own concerns, Midel pushing against his borders. It is hard to keep track of the politics on the mainland, but I am grateful for a respite from the raiders.

      Nyrnn chose this journal as she liked the idea of her mother searching for the lost people. She knew the entries in this journal were short. Her mother’s contact, Fylani, had gotten sick, and Malia was forced to wait. During that time, she traveled to a few ruins near the village, documenting the strange glyphs on the broken stone and theorizing about what it might have looked like when the ruins were whole. Then Thoryn, their Survivalist, had recommended they return to Nubrai as the weather was turning and the waters were harder to cross as the seasons turned towards winter.

      “Excited to go to Starfall?” Namiga asked, interrupting Nyrnn’s thoughts.

      “I think so. I’m excited to learn more about this herb.” She gestured to the pouch.

      “Of course.”

      “Why are we going to the Silver Orb Academy? Isn’t that where the wynn go?”

      “Yes. I’m a teacher there, and I gave Robern some space to do his work.”

      “Do wynn live there?”

      Namiga smiled. “A few wynn. And the patients.”

      “Patients?”

      “Robern has many affected there that he cares for.”

      “Why do you call them patients?” Nyrnn had heard this term a few times now, but no one had explained it to her.

      “They have a condition. A sickness, in a sense. The great thing about a sickness is that there can be medicine. That’s what I hope for.”

      Nyrnn thought about that. She had always thought of her condition as an injury. Something that was broken inside of her.

      “Like the herb.” Nyrnn nodded slowly, her hand straying to touch the pouch.

      Namiga gestured to the journal that Nyrnn had on her lap. “Is that something precious?”

      “My mother’s journal.”

      “Ah,” Namiga said.

      “You’re from the mainland. Did you meet many explorers? Why did you come to the Island? What is it like on the mainland? Have you seen the ruins?” The questions poured from Nyrnn.

      “That’s a lot of questions.”

      Nyrnn waited, not wanting to push.

      “I came to the Island when I was about your age. I had heard about the wonders of Starfall and Nubrai and I wanted to see them for myself.” Nyrnn heard a grunt from the back of the sled. She looked to see that Robern was watching them.

      “Is that why you came?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “That was part of why I came,” she replied.

      “She followed someone here,” Robern said in a mock whisper towards Nyrnn, still watching Namiga. His eyes danced.

      Namiga sighed, looking annoyed that her privacy was being breached. Then she smiled and looked at Robern. “Your brother was a very interesting man. I wanted to see where such a person could come from. What was this place with flying machines,” she gestured to the sled, “and healing temples? Who were the Chosen who claimed to speak for the gods? It was too interesting to ignore.”

      “He was too interesting to ignore,” Robern joked.

      Namiga smiled, but didn’t refute it.

      “You are married to Robern’s brother?” Nyrnn asked, trying to read the story that lived behind this exchange.

      “We were, for many years. Tassian was a great man with a wonderful heart,” Namiga said.

      Nyrnn noted the use of was. “I’m sorry.”

      Namiga shrugged, although her eyes seemed to suggest something more. “We had a great life. Things don’t last forever. We have to keep living.” When Nyrnn looked back, Namiga seemed lost in her own memories. She glanced at Robern, but he had gone back to his papers.

      “What is it like on the mainland?” Nyrnn asked, her curiosity winning over her reluctance to interrupt Namiga’s moment.

      Namiga took a breath. “Different from here, and yet, in many ways, the same. People who want to live happy lives, people who want to control other people, people who will do anything to be safe. Same issues, just in a different setting.” She seemed to focus, seeing Nyrnn’s look of confusion. “What do you think about the people your mother writes about?”

      “They seem friendly. They know things about the animals and the woods that we don’t, they believe in magic and gods we don’t know. But they don’t have the things we do, like stonetych.”

      “Now, imagine what it was like when I came to Starfall for the first time and saw a healing temple. I went inside and saw that people could enter a healing pod with a fever or a broken leg and then emerge healed. We didn’t have such things where I came from. Would that not appear to be something magical or from the gods, something I knew nothing about?”

      “I guess.”

      “New people, new places, they are often much more similar to us than we realize. It’s so easy to claim the unknown is unknowable. That’s rarely the case.”

      The sled slowed and came to a stop, the wind against the tent lessening. Namiga stood. “Finally. I need to stretch my legs.”

      Nyrnn looked out the window to see that they had stopped at a collection of three buildings, an inn, general store and tavern. Horses were tethered nearby, the animals grazing as they watched the sled.

      “Welcome to Featherfall,” Robern said, standing up to stretch. “We still have a few hours of travel before we reach Starfall. We probably won’t stop again, so you might want to walk around. Just don’t go too far from the sled.” He pushed through the canopy and jumped to the ground.

      Nyrnn stood and walked to the edge of the tent. She could see some houses and farms out beyond the main buildings. She stepped cautiously onto the road. There were a few people around, tending to horses or moving from the Inn to the other buildings. It was midday, and Nyrnn wondered if people were gathering for lunch in the tavern – swapping stories about where they had come from, where they had been.

      Nyrnn was equal parts curious and hesitant. Being in a new place she had never seen before made her feel small. And this was just a stop between cities. What would it feel like in Starfall? She knew about the Shining City, she had studied it. But this wasn’t in a book. She grabbed the pouch nervously and then looked back into the tent to see Cal’in watching her.

      “What?” he asked. Was he annoyed? He was looking at her.

      “I… do you want to walk around, look at the tavern?” she asked, feeling awkward. In this moment she missed the reassuring presence of Hala, who would have wanted to go check out this place.

      “Go look at it, just don’t wander too far,” he replied, and returned to his notes.

      Nyrnn jumped from foot to foot, unsure of what to do. “I’m sure there’s something interesting for you to learn in the tavern. Other people to talk to.”

      He looked up. “Tavern is probably not the best place for you. Just – walk around the buildings or something, if you want to.”

      Nyrnn kept hesitating. The herb had worked so far, it would keep working, right? But Robern had said it would stop at some point. Should she risk it? No? She just didn’t understand what this allowed her to do. Without the herb she wouldn’t even be here.

      She took five steps towards the tavern and then stopped. Fear welled up in her mind and she remembered the feeling of having an attack in Shimmerview and not being found for hours. She remembered the feeling of losing control in the hallway outside of Umbynt’s office. She looked around and she felt envious. Envy for Namiga who she could see was striding purposefully around the outside of the inn. Envy for Robern who had so easily entered the tavern. Envy for the strangers in this town who traveled on horses to come here and did not have to worry that they might have an attack. Nyrnn closed her eyes, wishing that she could be like them.

      “Nyrnn?” Robern’s steady voice interrupted her wallowing. She opened her eyes, blinking, to see him walking toward the sled, some sort of sandwiches wrapped in paper in one arm. “What are you doing?”

      “I… I…” she stammered.

      “Do you want to look around?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Great. I want to walk around a bit too before we sit in that sled for another few hours.” Robern put the sandwiches in the sled. Nyrnn caught him giving a tense look to Cal’in. Something unspoken moved between them. Then Robern returned to Nyrnn’s side. The spot she had been unable to move from.

      “Thank you,” Nyrnn said, feeling the familiar embarrassment of being a burden to all those around her.

      “Thank you for agreeing to come with us to Starfall. You’re helping our research.” He pointed to the general store. “Let’s go see what interesting things they have to sell today. I would love to get a nice piece of fruit.” As he walked towards the store, Nyrnn felt her feet unstick from the ground and she fell into step beside him.
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      Nyrnn saw white along the horizon. Dipping low in the west, the sun illuminated the Shining City of Starfall. The stone seemed to absorb and then reflect the light, almost glowing. Nyrnn peered through her small window, trying to make out details of the city. She barely remembered her time here as a child. Would it seem as big as it had then? As impressive?

      The wrapper from the sandwich Robern had bought for her lay crumpled and shoved between her and the seat. It had been beef with mustard and some sort of greens that Nyrnn was unfamiliar with. Since Shimmerview was a farming town, they rarely saw food items that were not grown in the town. It was a strange and exciting experience to see that the sandwich at Featherfall had differed slightly from any she had eaten before. What else might be different?

      As the sled continued its trek, Nyrnn could now see the enormous stone wall that surrounded the city, with only a few short buildings located outside. She had read about the wall. In their ancient histories, it was claimed Gall’or had built it to keep the people safe. As they got closer, she could see places where the stone had been replaced or the wall rebuilt, the stone changing colour or texture, before returning to the smooth white. While the wall was defensive in purpose, it was more decorative than practical. Aside from the recent attack, there was no record of enemies invading Starfall.

      The rest of the trip had been uneventful. Namiga had resumed her meditation, and Nyrnn did not want to bother her with additional questions. Robern and Cal’in had both gone back to their papers. They hadn’t spoken in over an hour, Robern lost in thought as he stared out the other side of the sled. Nyrnn had passed the time reading her mother’s journal and imagining what the Academy would be like.

      Growing up, the Awakeners would travel to Shimmerview every year to test the young children to see if any were wynn. All children had to be tested by the age of seven, although you could be tested earlier if you were showing the “signs.” The Awakeners would come to the Shimmerview Academy and the children would line up in the auditorium. Then an Awakener would move down the line with their rod. If you were a wynn, it would light up. Then the Awakener would make plans with that child’s parents to bring them to the Silver Orb Academy in Starfall.

      Nyrnn and Hala had gone to the test the year before Nyrnn was attacked by the Shadowed One. The night before, they had chatted about what kind of wynn they would be. Clearly, stone wynn was the best, as they were the most useful. Hala had thought being a mind wynn might be nice, so she could read the minds of her older brothers and find out where they were hiding her toys. Nyrnn had agreed, thinking if she could read Lyndia’s mind, perhaps she could finally say the right thing. But on the day of the test, the rod had not lit up for either of them.

      It was strange to think that now, all these years later, Nyrnn was going to the Silver Orb Academy. Wynn children would study there for ten years, and then they would take their place, assigned to various occupations that supported the people of Nubrai. Most of the stone wynn from Shimmerview returned, although not all. Starfall had a great need for all wynn, and many remained.

      As the city grew larger, Nyrnn saw that there was a line of sleds and carriages awaiting entry. They slowed and settled in behind a sled with a green tent to wait their turn. There were several lines at this gate, but they were in one of the shorter ones. Nyrnn watched, seeing the guards wave through many of the sleds. When they came to a carriage or someone on a horse, they would stop them, often asking the driver to disembark, and sometimes checking what supplies they were bringing into the city. Nyrnn studied the other people in line until one old man looked directly back at her and snarled. Cheeks burning, she pulled back into the tent.

      Slowly they inched forward. When it was their turn, the guard stuck his head into the tent. He looked older, his hair beginning to go grey. His expression was blank until he saw Robern, and then his eyes narrowed.

      “Planning to make some more accusations Haedern? Maybe this time you’ll say the Chosen was behind your fall from grace!” He laughed at his own joke. Nyrnn saw Robern’s eyes narrow in response, his hands clench. But when he spoke, his voice was light.

      “Just returning to the city.”

      The guard shook his head, then pulled out of the tent and waved them forward. Nyrnn gazed out the tiny window as they entered the city.

      They passed the guard tower, the black uniforms imposing. Then they entered the city, passing by areas of houses and small markets. The houses were small and looked to be made of materials similar to those used in Shimmerview. The familiarity helped Nyrnn relax, her curiosity growing. Behind the houses she saw gardens that, although small, burst with colour. Ivy crawled up the sides of buildings. Tomatoes or peppers cascaded from pots. They passed by a market, and Nyrnn saw tents set up with tables, people selling their wares in the street. Most of the people were selling things Nyrnn had seen before – fruits and vegetables, breads, and clothing. She also saw some strange booths. One looked to be selling some kind of painted gourd. In another, a woman played an instrument that looked like a giant lute as folks stopped to listen.

      Other sleds traveled the streets, some with tents and others open to the air. People walked as well, chatting with one another, or hurrying to their destination. Nyrnn noticed many people wearing well-cut jackets, skirts, and pants. And the colours! Bright reds, purples, blues, greens and oranges. Nyrnn looked down at her own grey skirt, one of her nicer pieces of clothing. Compared to the vibrant colours outside the sled, she felt invisible.

      They passed another enclave of houses, this time they were behind a wooden gate that had a large red light on top. She pointed, even as they were continuing on, “What’s that?”

      “What did you see?” Robern asked.

      “There was a red light on a gate by those houses…” Nyrnn gestured helplessly, the gate far behind.

      “Ah. A warning. It’s used when Shadowed Ones are loose in this area of the city.”

      An icy shiver ran down Nyrnn’s back. “When they’re loose,” she repeated.

      Robern’s eyes softened. “It happens, but we are well prepared. Some people live with no warning system or protection, and they are never attacked. We have systems in place at the Academy.”

      Nyrnn hugged herself. “Why doesn’t the Chosen just… get rid of them?”

      “Some have been killed, but they’re people. Or, at least, they used to be.”

      “Yeah, but…” Nyrnn trailed off. She hadn’t thought about them as people before. Sure, they were clearly “people-shaped,” but no one ever talked about where they came from. “Who are they?”

      “We don’t know. Hopefully, you can help us find out,” Robern said. Nyrnn noticed Cal’in watching the conversation, his expression unreadable.

      “How can I do that?”

      “Ah, the answer to that will take longer than the time we have left on our journey. We will talk about it soon. Up ahead is the Silver Orb Academy,” he gestured. Nyrnn noted his vague reply, but her eyes followed his gesture, her curiosity too strong to ignore.

      Ahead was another wall, this one shorter, only a few feet taller than a person. The stone it was made of looked freshly hewn, and Nyrnn could see a few spots where it had not been completed, the scaffolding still standing as workers added new blocks.

      Beyond the wall, Nyrnn could see several large buildings, some short, others tall towers with peaked roofs. The area the wall was enclosing looked quite large. They approached a gate, and Nyrnn saw another red light atop it. Guards stood to either side, although these looked much younger than those at the city gate. Nyrnn noted the collar and hem of their coats were a different colour – one blue and the other red. The sled stopped, and Namiga went to the door, waving at the guards. They nodded back and stepped aside, letting them enter.

      The skies were now heading towards dusk, and as the gate opened, Nyrnn got a full look at the place hidden behind the walls. The buildings were in small groups, a tower and a few short buildings together, and then a path running to another group. Nyrnn could see gardens around the buildings and groups of trees. The area was larger than she had expected. Shimmerview Academy was just a single building. This looked like a small city. A nearly deserted city, as she could see only a few people moving on the paths.

      The sled moved up a hill, skimming a pathway and passing buildings. Then it cut across a lawn and headed towards a short building that stood alone. It was two stories high, with a sloping roof. The stone looked dirty, unkempt. Nyrnn could see many lights behind the windows in the other buildings, but in this one, she saw only a few.

      The sled halted by the front doors, and each person disembarked. As Nyrnn got out of the tent, she took in the building’s front. It had large wooden doors with black metal handles. On the second floor, there were several windows, and from one of these windows a soft light shone. Nyrnn stared, thinking she saw movement, but as she looked closer, nothing was there.

      Robern thanked the driver, and then the sled moved away, further into the compound. Nyrnn watched the driver. She sat at the front of the sled, her hands on the stone, watching the path in front of her. This was similar to how the harvesters worked. She had seen it so many times that it was normal and yet, as the world began to feel larger, she also felt new questions arise. How was the driver controlling it? What did it feel like? Was she talking to the sled?

      She turned at the sound of Robern pulling the large doors open. The foyer was illuminated by glow stones and contained a staircase to the second floor. Nyrnn stared at them, their light shining through glass enclosures. In Shimmerview, glow stones were rare, and she had only seen them in public buildings. As her mind wondered how they worked she took a deep breath to steady herself in this strange new place.

      “Thanks for the ride, Robern. I will see you in the morning,” Namiga said as she took her leave, going through a door on the right. Cal’in nodded at Robern, looked at Nyrnn, and then left, going up the stairs and disappearing through another door.

      “Come with me,” Robern said, taking Nyrnn’s bag and placing it at the foot of the stairs. He led her towards the last door on the left and opened it, walking down a long hallway. Glow stones were affixed at regular intervals along the hallway, illuminating the cramped space.

      “This is Sophynn Dorm. They built it for those researching wynn abilities. When the Orders took over that work this building was abandoned. Lucky for us.” At the end of the hall, Robern opened another door and ushered Nyrnn into what appeared to be a large office space.

      Here there were a few desks, each covered in books, loose papers, and equipment. There was a glass cabinet under the window that had several stone pieces with tags attached. Along the wall were bookcase after bookcase, full and disorganized. This was not what Nyrnn had been expecting.

      Nyrnn had assumed that Robern was working with others. He was trying to understand the Shadowed Ones. Surely that was important work?

      “This is where we do most of our work.” He gestured at the disorganized space.

      “Just you and Cal’in?”

      Robern grimaced. “Sometimes others come to help. Eya comes to clean the space,” he laughed, as if to make light of the mess.

      “This is it?” Nyrnn said carefully, not wanting to insult him.

      He sighed. “Yes. The Orders do not want to study the Shadowed Ones. They think it is foolish and a waste of time. I had been working out of an inn until Namiga found me this spot.”

      Nyrnn searched for something to say. Reading her expression, he responded quickly. “It’s better this way. We have the freedom to pursue our research wherever it leads us. Come – I want to introduce you to the others.”

      “Others?”

      “The patients. Those who have been affected.”

      Nyrnn’s heart leapt. Others like her.

      Robern led Nyrnn back out into the hall and up a set of stairs. They climbed to the top to find an identical hallway, stretching back towards the front of the building. Robern opened a door, then gestured for Nyrnn to enter.

      Cal’in had told her she was unusual, that in most cases, the patients were like her aunt: victims of the echo. But Nyrnn had thought most cases did not mean all. That she would find more people like her when she arrived at the Academy. She expected to see a group of people chatting with each other, engaging in regular activities. But that was not what she saw.

      The room was long – longer than Robern’s office. It had several windows looking out at other buildings, and beyond that, the wall that surrounded the Academy. The room itself was full of beds, each arranged to give some space to the occupant, not that they would notice. In the beds were people, unmoving, their eyes unseeing. Some were lying down, others had been propped up. Many had items in their hands that they held: a necklace, a child’s toy, a scarf. One rocked back and forth gently.

      A woman moved between the beds, checking on the patients, moving a pillow or adjusting a blanket. Her light hair tied back in a bun, a white apron over her clothes. She looked up as they entered, nodding to Robern, and continuing her work.

      “They’re all…” Nyrnn struggled to find the words, her heart sinking.

      “Patients. Yes. Just a few that the families have been kind enough to let us work with.”

      There were fifteen patients in the room. Nyrnn walked between the beds, looking into the face of each person. They were all of different ages. One looked like an adolescent, another a woman with grey hair, a third an old man whose hands shook. They did not look back at her or react to her presence. She moved to look at more of them. She had never seen another patient besides her aunt. There was something profound about seeing so many in the same room together.

      She came to the last patient. In this bed, the woman had the same high cheekbones and dark hair with flecks of grey that L’lor had. Nyrnn felt herself pulled towards her. She was sitting up in bed, propped up on pillows. In her hands she held a string with beads on it. She grasped each bead in turn, slowly moving it to the other side of the string. When they had all been moved, she repeated the process, moving them back.

      Nyrnn touched the woman’s hand, and looked deeply into her eyes, trying to see what she was seeing. Was there life in there? Was she trapped? Was this body just a shell? There. Movement at the corner. Maybe? Nyrnn was so caught up in her task that she did not notice when another person entered the room, although she registered in the back of her mind the sounds of a broom moving across the floor, a gentle scratching that was rhythmic. She ignored the noise and looked harder, willing the woman to look back at her.

      “Nyrnn?” Robern asked, his voice uncertain. “What are you doing?”

      Nyrnn broke her gaze and looked at Robern. She blushed. “Can I stay for a bit?”

      Robern hesitated, looking like he wanted to say something. Instead, he smiled. “Of course. I will move your bag to your room. It’s just out the door, three doors down on the right. This is Eya.” He gestured to the woman in the apron. “If you need anything, you can just ask her or me. Or Cal’in, if you see him around. That’s Gryff.” He pointed to the source of the sweeping sounds. “I’ll be in my office. We will talk more in the morning.” He seemed weary, but satisfied, and he left the room.

      Eya came to Nyrnn’s side.

      “I’ll leave water in your room. Are you hungry? I can make you something.”

      Nyrnn shook her head no.

      “Okay, just let me know. You came a long way today.” Eya’s voice was light and warm. Nyrnn was tired, but she didn’t think she would be able to fall asleep, her mind full of questions about this new place. “Alright. I’ll be back in a while to check on them.” And then Eya left the room as well.

      It felt strange to be in the company of so many of the affected. Patients. A feeling of being alone and yet not alone at the same time. The woman who looked like L’lor was near the window, and Nyrnn looked out at the now dark sky, finding the stars. The same stars as she would see over Shimmerview.

      “Here.” The sweeper, Gryff, placed a stool beside her. His voice was deep and soft. Nyrnn caught his gaze for a moment, and she saw something there. She concentrated, as if expecting to understand, and yet found nothing. Then he backed away, returning to his sweeping. Nyrnn watched him for a moment, her eyes on his broad shoulders and easy movements, wondering what had brought him to this strange place.

      Nyrnn sat down and held the hand of this stranger, this woman who reminded her of her aunt, careful to not interfere with the movement of the beads. Between the sound of the sweeping and the beads clicking, Nyrnn felt her eyes grow heavy. She tucked her legs up beneath her and placed her head on her other arm, still trying to look outside. She knew she would normally feel afraid and uncertain. Was she safe? Would a Shadowed One come tonight? But the fears felt far away right now. Present, but not demanding. Nyrnn took a deep breath and let her eyes shut, if only for a moment.
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      Nyrnn blinked her eyes, squinting as the morning sunlight fell across her face. She expected to hear Lyndia moving downstairs, her father’s heavy footfalls on the steps. Instead, she was greeted with silence, the deep silence she had felt since donning the pouch.

      Nyrnn bolted upright, heart racing, looking around the unfamiliar space. It was real. She had left Shimmerview by sled and come to Starfall. She was at the Silver Orb Academy. While she had imagined leaving her home many times, she had never really believed she would. And yet here she was.

      Nyrnn took in her surroundings. She was sitting in a bed, the covers now a pile on the floor in response to her quick movements. The bed was small and tucked to the side of the room near its only window. Across the small space was a desk and lamp. Her bag and a bowl of water with a towel were sitting on top of a dresser on the opposite wall, a mirror hung above it. This must be the room Robern had told her about.

      Nyrnn looked down at herself, but she was still wearing the same clothes as yesterday. She didn’t remember leaving the patients’ room. She must have fallen asleep. A familiar feeling of shame crept into her mind. Someone had had to move her.

      She rose carefully and crossed the space, walking to the dresser. Looking at the bowl of water, she ignored it and instead opened her bag. She found the two journals she had taken. She placed them on a small shelf above the desk. Seeing a piece of home in this strange place felt better. She exhaled, her shoulders relaxing. She unpacked the remaining items, placing them in drawers and stowing her bag under the bed.

      Nyrnn returned to the dresser and looked at herself in the mirror. Her hair was a mess, the long strands tangled. She worked to straighten it and noticed that the dark circles under her eyes seemed faded. The pouch still looked odd, like something one of Hala’s students might have made. But Nyrnn felt good. No headache. No nausea. In fact, she felt a little hungry. The pouch must still be working. Robern had said it would last a few days. She needed to get more of the herb. She quickly changed into fresh clothes and used the cloths to wipe her face.

      Nyrnn had never gone anywhere before. Anywhere. No camping. No trips. Nothing. Her only trip had been to visit her aunt in Starfall. She wondered how one was supposed to act when in a space that was not their own. Should she stay in the room until someone came and found her? Should she leave? She stood at the door, touching the handle, unsure.

      This was ridiculous.

      She was an adult. What was she waiting for? But then again, she didn’t know what was on the other side of the door. She didn’t want to bother anyone.

      Still hesitating, Nyrnn looked over her shoulder, hearing noises outside. She abandoned the door and moved to the window, looking out at the Academy.

      She had a good view down the hill, able to see a few buildings and the outer wall. The closest building was one of the towers she had spotted, rising perhaps three or four floors. The tower was wider than she had thought last night and emerged from the side of a rectangular building that was a few stories tall. Another building hid behind it. She saw a group of young adults wearing dark blue robes walking and chatting with one another as they traveled down one of the manicured paths. They stopped at the tower, where they were met by a stern-looking man who waited until they quieted before he let them in.

      Nyrnn craned her neck around to see what else she could take in about her new location. Past the buildings, she could see an empty field. The grass was shorter there. Did they have harvesters? She could see three people throwing a ball between them.

      Nyrnn continued to gaze out the window, trying to figure out what she had gotten herself into. A light knock at the door, and then it opened, Eya poking her head around the corner.

      “Nyrnn, you’re awake,” she smiled. “Would you like some breakfast this morning?”

      Nyrnn’s stomach grumbled in response. The last food she had consumed had been the sandwich in Featherfall. She nodded, unsure of what to do.

      “Come with me then,” Eya said, her eyes soft, her manner straightforward.

      Nyrnn followed Eya out into the hallway and towards the back of the building. Eya opened a door into a larger room with a small kitchen area on one side. A long table stood in the centre of the room. Robern and Cal’in sat at the table, Cal’in reading papers and Robern gazing out the window. They both looked up at her as she entered, Cal’in quickly going back to what he was doing.

      “Nyrnn! How did you sleep?” There was something reassuring about how Robern said her name with such enthusiasm. She smiled in response and sat at the table as Eya retrieved a plate of eggs and toast, which she placed in front of Nyrnn.

      “Can I get you anything else? Maybe some sausage?” Eya hovered with a plate, ready to put some in front of Nyrnn. This was more food than Nyrnn usually ate, but she didn’t want Eya to think she was ungrateful. Nyrnn nodded, smiling.

      “I slept well, thank you,” she responded to Robern, focusing on cutting her food into small pieces.

      “Good. Good. I heard you spent some time with our patients.” He nodded his head in the direction of the room Nyrnn had spent the night in.

      “I’m sorry. I think I fell asleep in there.”

      He made a shooing motion. “That’s fine. But why did you want to spend time with them?” His eyes met hers, and she felt him searching for information. Why did she want to do it? Buying time, she took a bite, savouring the salty flavour of the sausage against the creaminess of the egg.

      “I find them familiar.” She kept her gaze on her plate. “That one woman – I didn’t ask for her name…” She looked to Eya.

      “That was Bea Hydran.”

      “She reminds me of my aunt,” Nyrnn explained.

      “What happens when you spend time with your aunt?” Robern asked.

      Happens? “Nothing.” Nyrnn felt the heat rise in her cheeks.

      “Interesting,” Robern said, scratching at the stubble on his face.

      “I was just doing what I usually do, I guess.”

      “Most people find the ‘affected’ unsettling. You should spend as much time with them as you like.” He looked like he was about to say more, but then decided not to.

      “I’m sorry I fell asleep in there. Thanks for taking me to my bedroom.”

      “Oh. That wasn’t me.” He glanced at Eya, and she shook her head. “It must have been Gryff.”

      Nyrnn felt odd. She didn’t know Gryff. He had only said a few words to her.

      “Why… who is he?” she asked, flustered.

      “Who is he?” Robern repeated the question, his voice odd.

      “Is he a student here?” Nyrnn clarified.

      “Oh. No. Gryff helps Namiga with the wynn.”

      Nyrnn focused back on the food. She had already eaten most of her breakfast without realizing it and her stomach felt full. She thought about meeting the other wynn. She had talked with stone wynn at Shimmerview Fields, and she had been helped by wynn who worked in the temple. But she didn’t really know any of them. Gryff had seemed normal enough… what kind of wynn was he?

      “Cal’in and I have to meet with the Chancellor today. She needs reassurance. Unfortunately, that means that you’re going to be on your own.”

      Nyrnn’s heart dropped. He was leaving her? Her hand reached for the pouch as if to ensure it was there. She wasn’t sure how much time she had before it failed, but she didn’t want to pester him.

      Should she say something? Surely he knew how long the herb would last.

      Didn’t he?

      “Um, what about…?” she asked, voice raising with uncertainty.

      “The herb? Oh, it’s fine. Days left of active use. We have plenty of time to visit the healer before you need more. Don’t worry about that.”

      Nyrnn nodded slowly. “What should I do?”

      “Um, well… this room is nice. You could read in here. I can give you some books on… history that you might like.” He gestured to the room. “The afternoon sun is particularly nice over in that corner…” He was clearly grasping at ideas, unsure of what to do with her now that she had come.

      Eya looked at Robern, then looked to Nyrnn. “I would love your help today, if you don’t mind. And we can get to know each other.” Robern and Nyrnn nodded, both relieved there was something for Nyrnn to do. Nyrnn noticed Cal’in watching her during the exchange. His cool eyes were calculating, his expression unreadable. What did he want?

      

      Nyrnn followed Eya around, helping clean dishes and then take food up to the patients. She was getting used to thinking of them as patients rather than victims – it was nice. Patients could get better. Eya told her that most patients lived in infirmaries in the city, watched over by healers. While she relayed this information coolly, it was clear that Eya did not think well of such places. But there were over a hundred patients now, and they had to go somewhere. Few families felt able to take care of their own.

      During the day, Eya asked questions about Nyrnn’s life in Shimmerview, seemingly interested in even the small details about life in the farming town. Eya had always lived in Starfall. She told Nyrnn that she had come to the Academy to be with her young son. When the Awakeners had come to his class and he tested positive, Eya explained she was proud and heartbroken all at once. Max, her son, was her joy. A single mother, the two of them were inseparable until the Awakeners said he needed to come here.

      “What would happen if he stayed with you?” Nyrnn asked, as she helped Harsho, an adolescent and the youngest patient, walk around the room.

      “I couldn’t help him. He would have lost his mind.” Her voice was quiet for a moment. “Once awakened, the wynn become aware of the world around them in a new way. For a stone wynn like Max, it’s like he could hear the structure of everything around us. I brought him home that first day after he was awakened. He was only little, and he didn’t understand. He kept telling me, ‘Mommy, Mommy, they’re all talking to me.’ When I went into his room in the morning, I could tell he hadn’t slept at all. He wanted to tell me about the ‘insides’ of the wall, of his blanket, of his shoe… It was too much for him.” Eya sighed quietly as she rearranged the pillows to help a patient sit more upright. “So I brought him here, but I came too. I wasn’t going to lose him to this place. Thankfully Namiga let me work here, help her out with her students. And when Robern arrived and started bringing the patients here, I made myself useful.”

      “Do you get to see Max a lot?” Nyrnn asked, touched by the actions Eya took to stay with her son.

      She smiled. “Max and I have dinner here sometimes, and I can watch him do drills. No one minds, as long as I stay out of the way. Soon he’ll be done with his training and will start working for the Chosen, and I will see him much less. So I’m thankful.”

      “In Shimmerview, if someone is awakened and is a stone wynn, they usually come back after a few years to help with the harvesters,” Nyrnn offered, realizing how different it must be living in Starfall.

      “Max might work in the city. He probably will. But Starfall is large, so I don’t know what he’ll end up doing. He’s very independent.” Eya smiled again. “I don’t think he needs me as much as I need him. But maybe that’s good. The way it should be.” She fluffed a pillow as if to emphasize her point.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” Nyrnn said, returning Harsho to their bed. They climbed in, and sat looking forward, eyes distant, like always.

      “We’re all done here, let’s start preparations for dinner.”

      Nyrnn followed her out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      What was supposed to be one day turned into two and then three. Nyrnn quickly fell into the rhythm of Eya’s schedule. Nyrnn liked to be helpful, and she was still relieved to be feeling so strong – but was this what she came here for? Robern would show up for meals and then lock himself away in his office, claiming that tomorrow they would be ready for her.

      And yet, despite her frustration, what could she say? Robern had given her this herb. She could spend a few days helping Eya take care of the dorm. She could wait. As she folded laundry or prepared potatoes, she would wonder what help she could provide to Robern. How did her being attacked by a Shadowed One help him? What did he want her to do? At night, her imagination would run away from her, as she sat in the strange bedroom, struggling to sleep in the unfamiliar space. One time she imagined being put in a healing pod, the heavy lid closing, trapping her. Another time she imagined drinking a strange potion that made her into a Shadowed One.

      This weighed on Nyrnn, and even as she tried to be patient, she worried about what was coming. Finally, she asked Eya one afternoon as they folded laundry.

      “Eya.” She paused, unsure of what to ask. “What experiments does Robern plan to do on me? He said he needed his equipment.” Nyrnn tried to keep her voice light, but it faltered a bit at the last part.

      “Experiments?”

      “I… I agreed to come help. I just think it would be better if I knew what he was planning. Just in case…” She trailed off. Eya finished folding the towel in her hands and placed in on top of the pile.

      “You’re worried. Robern will not hurt you. He was trained at the Golden Eye. He knows what he’s doing.”

      “The Golden Eye?” Nyrnn asked.

      “I forget sometimes that you are not from here. There are three Orders in Starfall, and they each work for the Chosen. They can be a bit secretive at times,” she said, shaking her head as if to say, why bother? “But their researchers are always improving our lives. We can’t rely on stonetych for everything.” She pulled another towel from the line.

      “What did Robern do there?”

      “Water sanitation. He worked on improving the aquifers in Starfall to increase our fresh water supply.” She smiled as if there was nothing more noble a person could do. “Years ago the stonetych we were using started to fail – there were just too many people in the city. So, he worked to find another way. He… left before it was finished, but his team completed it.”

      “He left?”

      “It was before I knew him, but I think after Tassian died, it changed him. He was killed by a Shadowed One. Robern dedicated himself to stopping them.”

      Nyrnn started. She knew that Robern’s brother had died, but she didn’t know how. Pieces fell into place. Suddenly Robern and Namiga’s collaboration made more sense, they were connected through this loss.

      “I can understand that,” she said.

      Eya looked at her. “I imagine you can.” She paused, taking the last towel down and folding it. “Anyway, another researcher made a false accusation and Robern was expelled from the Order.” Eya rolled her eyes. “Clearly, those people don’t care about how scared we all are. And so Robern came here, to continue his work. When he succeeds, I’m sure they will beg for him back.” Towels all collected, Eya picked up the basket and made for the back door of the dorm. “He’s a great man,” she said over her shoulder. “You’re lucky he took an interest in you.”

      

      Every night, Nyrnn returned to the patients’ room, although she was careful not to fall asleep again. They didn’t make her feel as her aunt had, but after listening to Eya chat throughout the day, Nyrnn found that sitting with the patients allowed her to relax and think, her mind free to wander. She had asked Robern for a book about the wynn, curious to learn more. He had promised to find her a good one. But it had been days, and still nothing. So, instead, she fell into the habit of coming to this room and unleashing her imagination. She would create lives for the patients, seeing them with family and friends. Being here, stuck, they were missing out on so much.

      Tonight she pushed through the door quietly and saw someone was already in the room. At first she thought it was Gryff, who came each night to sweep. He rarely spoke to her, and usually only to get her to move out of the way.

      This person was sitting beside a patient, a hand placed gently on the patient’s arm. The dim light in the room reflected off the glasses perched on his face. Cal’in? This was unexpected.

      Nyrnn watched for a moment, trying to decipher the man’s actions. He was sitting with Orym, one of the patients Nyrnn had spent little time with. Cal’in was focused on the face of the man. He mumbled something, and Nyrnn strained, trying to hear what he was saying, but the words were too quiet to make out. Nyrnn walked closer.

      Cal’in looked up, meeting Nyrnn’s gaze, unsurprised.

      “Sorry,” Nyrnn said, ducking her head.

      Cal’in stood, his mouth drawn in a line.

      “I talk to them too,” she offered, hoping he didn’t feel embarrassed.

      “Yes,” he responded, the word clipped. “The room is yours.” He swept past her and out the door without looking back.

      Nyrnn stepped the rest of the way into the room, confused. She went over to Orym’s bed but saw nothing unusual about the man. She touched his hand, looking into the distant eyes, wondering, as she often did, if they were still in there somewhere.

      Cal’in had been talking to the man, she was sure of it. Recalling the image, Nyrnn felt her heart warm. Maybe he had a loved one who had been attacked as well? That would be a motive to work with Robern. She wondered what Orym’s story was and how he was connected to Cal’in.

      Nyrnn sat with the patients, moving from bed to bed, looking into the eyes of each and willing them to look back. As the night grew deeper, she sat beside Orym. She let her mind wander, knowing she would need to go to her own room soon.

      

      Nyrnn started, a sound waking her. She must have dozed off. She turned, expecting to see Gryff or even Cal’in entering the room. Instead, she came face to face with two pairs of electric-green eyes. She jumped to her feet, her mind trying to catch up.

      “Who?” The question came out as a whisper as Nyrnn tried to get her bearings. In front of her stood two near-identical individuals. Both had dark hair and delicate features. The one closest to Nyrnn had long hair pulled back and tied behind her. The other’s hair was short, with pieces sticking in every direction. He climbed onto Bea’s bed, his lanky frame perched above the woman as he moved his face closer.

      “Careful!” Nyrnn hissed, rushing to the side of the bed, feeling protective of the patients.

      “Nord. Nord – get off,” the one with long hair said. As Nyrnn got closer to “Nord,” he shifted his gaze, green eyes meeting hers as he moved his face within inches of her own. Nyrnn took a step back, unsure of what to do.

      “Nord – stop it.” A sigh, and then the green eyes were pulling back.

      “Who are you?” Nyrnn asked again.

      The first one looked back at her. “I’m Tray. That’s my brother, Nord. Sorry, he’s not good with boundaries. We rarely come in here.”

      Nord stepped off Bea’s bed and, keeping a careful eye on his sister, approached the other beds, looking at each patient.

      Tray poked a long finger at Nyrnn, and Nyrnn took a step back. “Why aren’t you like them?” She gestured at the other patients.

      “I don’t know,” Nyrnn stumbled.

      “You’re Nyrnn,” Tray stated. Then her gaze shifted, looking at her brother, now on the far side of the room. “Leave it, Nord,” she said just as Nord had been about to take a bite from part of a sandwich left beside a patient.

      “Are you… wynn?” Nyrnn pushed out, also watching Nord.

      “Namiga’s ‘special’ students, you mean?” Tray said “special” as if it were a lie. “Hey, all the beds are taken. Do you sleep here?”

      “No.” Nyrnn was flustered by the rapid questions Tray fired at her while Nord went to the window, his movements smooth, dance-like.

      “Huh. You’re not what we expected. Nord!” She ran over to pull her brother back, as he had climbed onto the windowsill and perched there. She grabbed the back of his shirt as if to pull him into the room. He resisted, and they remained in that position, Tray ensuring her brother did not topple outside.

      “Nord wants to know what the nowhere is like? The place the patients go,” Tray said over her shoulder. Nord turned his eyes towards Nyrnn.

      “I don’t know. I don’t… I’m not like them,” Nyrnn fumbled.

      “Too bad. Nord is pretty sure they go somewhere.” Tray indicated the patients.

      “How do you… how does he know?”

      Tray shrugged. “Not sure.”

      Nord’s eyes turned to the door, and Tray reacted by doing the same. Tray raised a finger, as if to hush Nyrnn. “Someone is coming,” she whispered.

      A moment later the door creaked open, revealing Gryff’s broad frame, broom in hand.

      Nord moved behind Tray.

      Gryff stopped, eyes going between the twins and Nyrnn. He took a breath, stepped into the room, and held the door open.

      “You’re not supposed to be here,” he said.

      Tray grabbed Nord’s hand, and pulled him towards the door. As they passed Nyrnn, Tray whispered, “See you soon, I think,” and then they were gone, the door swinging shut behind them.

      Gryff met her eyes for a moment, then took his broom and moved to the far side of the room and began to sweep. Nyrnn stared at him, her mind trying to make sense of what had just happened.

      After a few days, she had accepted his quiet presence as if it were just another part of the building – like the colour of the walls or the number of beds for the patients. The twins clearly knew who he was. Were they frightened of him? Something else? In Shimmerview, Nyrnn had always felt as if she could find her footing in a situation. She could guess what people really meant, really wanted, really intended. But ever since coming here, she felt cut off, unsure, alone.

      Biting her lip, she walked over to the large man. He paused in his sweeping, his dark eyes meeting hers. She noted he took a step back, creating more space between them.

      Questions flooded her mind. Who were the twins? Were they wynn? What did it mean they were “special”? Did Cal’in know one of the patients? Why was Robern studying this? Why did he sweep this room nearly every night? The questions tumbled one after the other, and Nyrnn opened her mouth, but nothing came out.

      Instead, she looked at his eyes as she tried to figure out what to say to this man, this stranger she had spent the last few nights with. What could she ask? What would happen if she did? What was she supposed to do?

      Gryff waited. Then he took another step back, breaking the connection. “I can’t help you.” His voice was deep, but also dismissive. He returned to his sweeping. Nyrnn watched for a moment, and then left to go to her own room, feeling unmoored. What was she doing here?
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      Nyrnn looked out the window. Today the sky was cloudy, and a cool breeze blew through the windows in the kitchen. As usual, Robern and Cal’in sat nearby, looking at papers and occasionally exchanging a few words. She pushed the food around on her plate, replaying the events of the previous night.

      After returning to her room, Nyrnn had slept fitfully, dreaming of a darkness that was shattered by blinding light. She had woken several times, sweating, her bed clothes damp and clinging to her skin. It was an old nightmare, one she had not had in many years. It left her shaken. As she tried to fall back asleep, Tray’s question about the nowhere replayed in her mind. Did the patients go somewhere? Did she?

      Back home, she had imagined that L’lor was somewhere else, but she had always pictured somewhere nice. She would think of her aunt dancing, as she did that last night, colourful scarves in each hand, the fabric spinning in the air as her aunt moved.

      The darkness disturbed Nyrnn. But the light? That’s what frightened her. After waking for the third time, Nyrnn wrapped herself in the blanket and sat in front of the window, watching the stars and willing the sun to rise. She held on to the pouch, feeling both a sense of safety from having it and a fear of losing it.

      “Not hungry?” Eya asked, her voice bringing Nyrnn back to the room.

      “Just tired,” Nyrnn replied, and took a mouthful. The eggs felt slick in her mouth and tasted of nothing. She swallowed and pushed the others around her plate, trying to make it look like she had eaten more than a few mouthfuls.

      “Eat up, Nyrnn,” Robern called across the room. “Today we start our work!”

      Nyrnn looked up at him sharply. Today? Finally? Her heart leapt, even as her stomach clenched. The fear of strange experiments returned, playing on her tired mind.

      “Do I… need to do anything?” she asked, unsure.

      “Just bring yourself. That’s all you need to do.” Robern stood, refilling his mug, and then walked towards the door. “When you’re done here, come to the office. Cal’in?” The younger man rose, papers in hand, and the two exited the room.

      Eya busied herself gathering the dishes.

      Nyrnn stared at her mostly full plate. Robern said she could help him. Nyrnn didn’t understand how, but she trusted Robern. She wanted to do something. She stood and walked toward the counter, coming beside Eya. The woman had been so kind to her. Maybe she could answer one of her questions.

      “Eya?” Nyrnn asked.

      “Yes?”

      “I met… Tray and Nord last night.”

      Eya’s mouth puckered. She pulled a set of keys from her pocket, then made a little noise of frustration. Taking a breath, she turned to Nyrnn.

      “And how was that?”

      “Do you know them?”

      “Yes. I help Namiga with her charges as well.”

      “They’re wynn?”

      “Yes, all the charges are.”

      “What kind of wynn?” Nyrnn asked. They had been so strange, and not what she had imagined wynn would be like. They acted so differently than the often aloof stone wynn that worked at Shimmerview Fields or piloted the sleds. And why did Tray say they were “special”?

      Eya looked at her with kind eyes. “I suspect they snuck in here yesterday.”

      Nyrnn nodded.

      “You will meet them soon, I’m sure. Meet them officially. Until then, don’t worry about it.”

      Nyrnn noticed she did not answer her question. “I just thought, if we all live here…”

      “Robern has his reasons for keeping you separate right now. You need to trust him – even if the twins are breaking the rules.”

      “I don’t want them to get into trouble.”

      Eya smiled. “Of course not. It looks like you’re done. Why don’t you head down to the office and I will start cleaning up?” Eya ushered her up from the room. Nyrnn took a breath and headed towards the office.

      

      A few changes had been made in the office since Nyrnn had last been in here. Chairs had been rearranged so that one chair was facing two others. The contents of the glass cabinet by the window had been moved, the large box now empty. Robern’s desk was cluttered with books and papers, but Nyrnn also noticed something long that was hidden under a draped cloth.

      As she entered the room, both men looked at her. Robern glanced back at Cal’in, and the younger man shrugged, indicating the end of their conversation. Cal’in moved to one of the pair of chairs and pulled a small table close. On it was a stack of papers.

      “Nyrnn, welcome. Why don’t you take a seat?” Robern gestured to the single chair. Nyrnn walked over. She glanced at the papers on Cal’in’s desk, but couldn’t make out what he was writing. She sat down.

      “Let’s start with this.” Robern moved the cloth off the hidden item on his desk, revealing a stone wand about six inches long. An Awakening rod. Nyrnn had seen these before when the Awakeners would come to Shimmerview to test if any of the children were wynn.

      Robern handed the item to Nyrnn, and she held the stone in her hands. The stonetych was impossibly smooth, with small runes etched on each side. Four stones, one red, one blue, one green and one yellow, adorned the top. Nyrnn handled it gently. The Awakener rods were sacred objects connected to Tetwynn. She had not touched one since her own trial as a child.

      The stone sat in her hands, doing nothing. The lights remained dark.

      Nyrnn looked up at Robern, eyebrows raised. Was she supposed to do something with it?

      “Great. I’ll take that back.” He grabbed the rod and returned it to his desk, placing it on top of the cloth this time, and then turning back to Nyrnn.

      “I don’t understand,” Nyrnn said. She looked at Cal’in, confused. Cal’in continued to watch her and make notes.

      “Before proceeding, it is important to rule out alternative explanations. Now that we have ruled that out, we can continue.”

      Nyrnn looked at the rod again, still feeling confused.

      “Ready?” Robern asked, a big smile on his face. Nyrnn nodded, wanting to do her part.

      “Today we are going to go over the day of your attack. We are going to ask you lots of questions, and you just need to do your best to remember. We want to make sure we have a complete understanding of what happened. Remember, you are a witness to the attack. You may have information you didn’t know that you had.”

      Nyrnn nodded.

      “Alright, I’ll ask the questions, and Cal’in will record your answers.” Robern paced the room, rather than taking a seat. “Where were you the night of the attack?”

      “At my aunt’s house, in Starfall.”

      “Had you been to her house before?”

      “It was the first time,” she replied.

      “Why were you visiting?”

      Nyrnn remembered a fight she had had with Lyndia, the sisters screaming at each other until her mother had suggested Nyrnn should spend some time with her aunt. Embarrassed, she reached for a different explanation. “For the Harvest Festival,” she answered.

      “Ah. Yes. And what time did you return to the house after the festival?”

      Nyrnn closed her eyes, remembering. “It was just getting dark. L’lor hurried us home.”

      “Did you know why?”

      “No. L’lor bought us some… pastries, I think? And then took me home.” The memory felt distant, colourless, as Nyrnn accessed it.

      “When was the attack?” Robern turned, facing Nyrnn, his brown eyes searching.

      “Later that night. A few hours later.”

      “I know this is hard. I need you to describe everything you remember happening.”

      Nyrnn took a breath, her eyes on the floor. “I had gone to bed. I heard… L’lor moving around the house. Cleaning up, I think. There was a bang on the door. She must have opened it. I went towards the sound, and then… then I was attacked.”

      “Did you see the Shadowed One?”

      Nyrnn closed her eyes, searching her memories. “Yes, but the cloak… I couldn’t see their face.”

      Robern’s mouth was in a line. Then he nodded, pressing forward. “What happened during the attack?”

      “I ran towards the sound. I remember that. And then… then… nothing.” She looked up, meeting Robern’s eyes. “I’m sorry. And then I woke up a week later in the temple.”

      Robern inhaled, looking thoughtful. “How did it feel?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “How did the attack feel to you?”

      Nyrnn shook her head again. Feel? “I don’t know. Nothing? I don’t remember.”

      Robern clapped his hands. “Great.”

      Nyrnn jumped. “Is that it?”

      “It? That’s our baseline. In a few minutes we are going to go over it again.”

      Again? “Why?” Nyrnn asked.

      “Sometimes, by returning to the same story over and over, additional details emerge. It’s tedious, I know,” he said, seeing the expression on Nyrnn’s face. “But it works. There might be a detail from your attack that can help us identify the Shadowed One responsible. Take a few minutes, relax, and we will go again. Cal’in, join me in the hall?” Cal’in gathered his papers and the two men walked outside leaving Nyrnn in the room. She could hear their voices, too muffled by the door for her to make out what they were saying.

      Recalling the memory had been strange. The attack defined her life in many ways, and yet, over the years, much of the detail had disappeared. There were facts that she knew from the accounts of others. She knew she had collapsed. She knew they had found her soon after, a neighbour alerting the guard. She had lain in a temple, unconscious, for days. Her father had come. While he enjoyed telling many stories, this was not one he often repeated.

      Did she know more? The small child in Nyrnn’s memory did not want to go into that room. That small child did not want to remember. But then she thought of L’lor back in Shimmerview, forever knitting the same blanket. She thought of the patients upstairs. If this could help them, she had to do it. She was the lucky one.

      A few minutes later, the men re-entered the room, returning to their positions.

      “Okay, Nyrnn, let’s try this again. Where were you on the night of the attack?” Nyrnn forced herself to answer their questions.

      

      Hours passed and Nyrnn was exhausted. She had told her story countless times. To her, it felt as if her answers were identical, although she would catch the men sharing looks from time to time. At some point, Namiga had joined them. She sat near the door, a cup of tea in hand, watching the proceedings.

      Nyrnn completed the story once more, and the room fell into silence.

      “Robern, I think it is time I try something.” Namiga spoke up as she put down her empty cup.

      Robern nodded.

      Namiga pushed up from the chair, moving slowly across the room, until she was standing close to Nyrnn. Nyrnn watched a grimace cross her face, and she took a step back before turning her gaze to Nyrnn.

      “Nyrnn, I’m not sure if Robern has told you, but I’m a mind wynn. I would like, with your permission, to scan your mind as you are telling the story. Sometimes I can pick out details you may not know are in there. Sometimes I can help you remember.”

      Nyrnn sat up, stories of her childhood flooding her mind. Hala joking she wanted to be a mind wynn and use it to tease her brothers. Children at school pretending they could zap one another with their minds. Darker rumours that mind wynn could control people, forcing them to act against their will.

      Instinctively, Nyrnn shook her head.

      “There is nothing to worry about,” Robern said. “Perfectly painless.”

      She looked into his eyes. He was so sure. She swallowed and then nodded slowly.

      “Go back to right before the attack. As you describe what happened, try to see the memory in your mind,” Namiga instructed.

      “Okay,” she said, quietly. “I had gone to sleep, and L’lor was cleaning up in the main room. There was a knock at the door. I came into the room and there was a Shadowed One.” As Nyrnn accessed the memory, it seemed a bit more clear this time. The colours sharper. She closed her eyes and could almost see her small hands in front of her as she walked towards the noise.

      “Look at the Shadowed One,” Robern directed.

      Nyrnn didn’t want to. She felt as if she was being pulled towards the Shadowed One, and her mind panicked. It was as if she was both in the room at the Academy and beside L’lor, looking at the hooded figure.

      Was Namiga in her mind right now? Could she read her thoughts? Was she controlling what Nyrnn was seeing?

      Her chest constricted, her breathing coming faster. Opening her eyes, she looked around the room, trying to find something to focus on. She settled on the wall beside the door, letting it fill her mind.

      Wall. Wall. Wall. Wall. Wall.

      “Nyrnn.” Namiga sounded tired.

      Wall. Wall. Wall. Wall.

      Robern came over to Nyrnn, and came down to one knee, bringing his eyes level with hers. “Namiga is only looking at the one memory. You don’t need to worry.”

      Wall. Wall. Wall.

      “There was a knock at the door. Your aunt opened it. You came around the corner and saw the Shadowed One…” Robern said slowly, telling Nyrnn’s story.

      Nyrnn closed her eyes tightly.

      Wall. Wall… white light…

      Instead of the memory ending when the Shadowed One entered the room, it continued. Nyrnn remembered being blinded by a white light and a cold pressure. It was brief. Nyrnn struggled to describe what she was seeing. She was trying to find her aunt. Did she find her? Nyrnn wasn’t sure. She remembered hearing something. A noise? A conversation? As she felt herself floating through the memory, it felt as if something was missing. The scene dulled before her, as if the volume was turned down. And then it ended.

      With a gasp, Nyrnn opened her eyes to see that Namiga had backed further away. She was looking at Nyrnn, her gaze appraising. Then she shared a look with Robern, nodding slightly.

      “Thanks, Nyrnn. You did really well. We’re done for today.” He got to his feet and then helped Nyrnn up, ushering her towards the door. “I’ll see you later,” and then the door shut behind her. Shocked, Nyrnn stayed where she was, trying to make out the conversation behind the door.

      Eya appeared at the end of the hallway and waved happily to Nyrnn. “You’re done. Perfect. I could really use help with the laundry,” and she took Nyrnn’s arm, leading her away from the door.
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        * * *

      

      That night, Nyrnn headed to the patients’ room, needing time and space to think about the day. She entered the room, grateful to find it empty. Instead of sitting beside one of the patients, she felt herself drawn to the window. She sat on the ledge, looking out at the newly risen moon, breathing in the cool air.

      Namiga was a mind wynn. It made sense, of course. She taught at the Academy; she had to be some kind of wynn. And yet, until this afternoon, Nyrnn had not considered the possibility. Finally, on her own, away from Eya’s stories, Nyrnn could admit she had been scared. She knew so little about the wynn, and what she had been told was, likely, not true. Children’s games were not a reliable source of information.

      But something had happened. When Namiga had scanned her mind, it had changed things. Nyrnn could see a bit more clearly as she recalled the memory. She had gone further. Had Namiga seen it too? She didn’t know.

      And what was that white light? What had happened next?

      She had only been at the dorm for a few days, but it seemed like instead of finding answers here, she just kept finding more questions.

      She looked at the moon, sending a silent prayer to Tetwynn. She knew the same moon would be shining at her window in Shimmerview. Robern had said that she could leave at any time. That he would bring her home. Nyrnn had not liked being scanned, and yet she had learned something. Something she never would have learned back in Shimmerview. If only she knew what it meant.

      The door opened, and Gryff entered, broom in hand. He nodded at Nyrnn, then set to sweeping around the beds.

      Of course Gryff was a wynn too. She still didn’t know what kind. Was he reading her mind right now?

      She felt her cheeks redden, and forced herself to look out at the lawns, noticing the lights going on and off in the nearby buildings.

      Being here was a lot. Maybe she should leave?

      Curiosity pulled her back into the room. Her eyes followed Gryff. He was meticulous, crouching to get under the beds, sweeping efficiently and thoroughly. But since the patients never left the room… what was he cleaning? Nyrnn looked at her own feet, wondering if she was the problem, if she was tracking dirt in.

      “What are you doing?” His deep voice surprised her, and she jumped a little.

      Nyrnn felt defensive. Then she met his eyes, and they looked a little hurt.

      “Sorry. I…” She considered leaving the room.

      Except… maybe this was an opportunity?

      “What kind of wynn are you?” she asked, the words tumbling out before she could stop them.

      “What?”

      “I’m sorry if that’s a personal question. I don’t know. I just… I just learned that Namiga is a mind wynn, and I didn’t know that. And I don’t know what that means. You don’t have to tell me.”

      He looked at her. “You’re serious?”

      “Sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.” She stood, walking towards the door. Reaching for the knob, she paused. Hesitated. Then turned around. “It’s just, I feel like I don’t know anything here. Maybe you’re reading my mind right now. Sorry, it’s a mess in there,” she blabbered. “I’ll go,” she said, turning the knob.

      “I’m not a mind wynn.”

      Nyrnn turned around, putting her back to the door. Gryff had set the broom against the wall, and ran his hand through his hair.

      “Oh,” she said.

      “It’s not personal, I just thought you knew.” His voice was apologetic.

      Nyrnn shook her head. “No one tells me anything here.”

      “I’m a fire wynn,” he said, meeting her eyes.

      “Oh. So you…”

      “Transfer energy,” he said.

      “Like… take energy from me and give it to Eya?” she asked. Nyrnn had heard very little about fire wynn, although she knew they were often recruited into the guard.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Do you like it?”

      “Like it?” His eyebrows raised.

      She shrugged in response.

      He shook his head, although it was unclear if it was in response to her question or to something else. “You don’t need to worry about Namiga. She isn’t trying to hurt you.”

      “She… scanned me? When I was telling them about the attack. When I was attacked.” Nyrnn felt her cheeks warm, remembering how panicked she had felt. “And it was like the memory became a bit more clear, I think. I could remember a bit more.”

      “That sounds right. A mind wynn can help you recall information.”

      “Can she read my mind?”

      He shrugged. “She can read your surface thoughts when she chooses to. Like…” He paused, searching. “Like when you entered the room tonight you might have wondered – my, this floor is dirty. I wonder when Gryff is going to get here.”

      He smiled at her. The expression was small and fleeting, but it was contagious. Nyrnn smiled back, relaxing.

      “Namiga doesn’t read minds all the time. It would be exhausting, and most of what we are thinking is just not that interesting to her.”

      Nyrnn nodded. “I understood life in Shimmerview. Ever since coming here, it feels like…” She looked up, searching for words. “Like I can’t find the ground,” she finished.

      He nodded.

      “Wait – what kind of wynn are Tray and Nord?” The green eyes flashed in her memory.

      “Mind wynn as well.”

      “Wow.”

      “They don’t use it, though. They won’t read your mind.”

      “But… why not?” she asked, confused.

      “If you could read my mind, would you?” Gryff asked, his voice more serious.

      Nyrnn thought about it. She shook her head. “No… it feels invasive.”

      He nodded. “Wynn abilities are complicated. Not everyone wants to use theirs.”

      “I guess. It just seems like wynn can do so much. I wish I could do more.” Nyrnn laughed, but it was forced.

      “How have you felt since coming here?” He nodded toward the pouch.

      Nyrnn grabbed it. “A lot better than I did in Shimmerview. This herb is helping a lot. I wish I had learned of it sooner.”

      He looked like he was about to speak, but decided against it. The silence stretched between them. Nyrnn nodded again.

      “Good night, Gryff. Thanks for talking with me.”

      He paused. “Anytime. Good night.”

      Nyrnn pulled open the door and left the room. As she headed for her bed, she felt a little less lonely.
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      Nyrnn carried the small stool across the room and set it beside Sidyn, a middle-aged man with brown hair that fell to his shoulders. His eyes, unfocused, were a deep brown. There was something about his features that reminded Nyrnn of a man she would buy bread from in the market. He would often give Nyrnn the freshest loaf. When she sat with Sidyn, she liked to think he had a similar life.

      The interview had been two days ago, and she hadn’t seen Namiga or Robern since. Nyrnn had tried asking Cal’in what was going on, but he would only say it was “politics” and didn’t elaborate.

      Since then, Eya had kept Nyrnn busy each day, insisting that she needed help. As Nyrnn folded the laundry again, she knew something was off. Where was the laundry coming from? She felt certain Eya was inventing tasks, determined to keep Nyrnn occupied. While it was clear that more people lived on the other side of the dorm, Nyrnn did not think there were many. Nyrnn had found a locked door near her bedroom that she suspected led to the other side. However, despite trying to listen through it a few times, she had heard nothing.

      Nyrnn wanted to know more about Tray and Nord. She wanted to know if there were others. But Eya would always deflect her questions, asking Nyrnn to be patient. While she was frustrated, Nyrnn was used to waiting.

      In the evenings, Nyrnn returned to the patients’ room, trying to spend some time with each one. She wasn’t sure why she was drawn to do this. They didn’t respond and yet it felt natural to sit with them. A habit from home that she could recreate here. She had taken to imagining what their lives had been like before they were attacked.

      Yesterday Gryff had asked her why she came and what she was doing. He still seemed uncertain when he spoke to her. Nyrnn could understand that – she almost always felt uncertain. She told him about her aunt and how she was curious about their lives from before. It seemed silly saying it out loud, and yet in the quiet of the patients’ room at night, Nyrnn often felt as if she were not quite in the real world. This was a place of dreams. She shared the stories that she imagined and Gryff listened, nodding, but saying little in response.

      Tonight she told him about Sidyn and how she imagined he worked at a market in Starfall selling loaves of bread.

      “I think he often visits family in Grassbay, and when he’s there, his nephews take him fishing. Sidyn used to fish when he was younger, but he likes to let his nephews teach him. He enjoys seeing their passion for it. He’s a good uncle.”

      “You think they are all good people,” Gryff commented. He was leaning up against the wall, arms crossed. “Just an observation.”

      “Well, yeah. I think they are.” She gestured, her arm taking in the room. “Most people are, I think. You’re here, listening to my silly stories. You don’t have to. You’re a good person.”

      “I…” he started, then shook his head. “I’m just listening. It’s not a chore. That doesn’t make me a good person.”

      But for Nyrnn it did. She recalled the words in the message she had received from Lyndia earlier that day. There was a message tower at the Academy, which allowed the students to easily stay in contact with their families. Eya had brought Nyrnn’s letters to the drop off, and every few days checked for responses. Lyndia’s message had been short and curt, asking Nyrnn if she had the herb yet and when she was coming back. She mentioned she had talked with Chancellor Nialla about Nyrnn’s future.

      “You don’t even realize when you’re doing something kind.” She shrugged, trying to shake it off. “If I had your abilities, I’m not sure I would stay here, helping. I’m not sure I would listen to a sick girl who makes up stories.”

      Nyrnn looked at the floor. “My sister asked when I was coming home.”

      Gryff grunted. “And?”

      “I’m not sure what I’m doing here. Eya is giving me busy work. Robern is avoiding me.”

      “Do you want to leave?”

      Nyrnn paused, thinking. “No. Not yet.”

      “Give Robern time. He’s a smart man. If he says you are helping, believe him.”

      Nyrnn nodded. “My sister wants me to train to be a teacher’s helper. Tell the children stories.” She looked up, catching Gryff’s eyes.

      He laughed. “You’d be good at that.” He gestured to the room.

      “Maybe.” She smiled in return, feeling warm at the sound of his laughter.

      “Tell me about the next one. What about Harsho?” Gryff pointed to the adolescent.

      Nyrnn brought her stool to the next bed and sat down. She picked up Harsho’s hand and described them sitting at the top of a hill, looking out at the ocean. She imagined them looking at the scene with a painter’s eye, setting up an easel, and preparing for their next masterpiece.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Eya asked Nyrnn to help her harvest herbs from the small garden behind the dorm. Eya had insisted that she help, claiming that Nyrnn must be an expert on all things farming. The garden was simple, and Nyrnn was familiar with many of the plants. She didn’t know as much about gardening as her father and sister, but she could offer some advice. She told Eya she had been watering the thyme too much, and that she needed to move the mint to a different corner.

      Eya got out a spade and began working. She pointed to the side of the building. “There is another garden near the front. Can you check on it for me? See if there is anything I need to do?”

      Nyrnn nodded. As she walked around the building, leaving Eya’s sight, she realized this was the first time she had been outside on her own. When she had first arrived, the idea of exploring the campus had scared her. If she had an attack, would anyone find her? And yet each day she didn’t have an attack left her feeling more confident.

      As she walked, she looked down the hill at the other buildings. Students moved in groups, wearing the cloaks Nyrnn had come to associate with the wynn. Most of the ones she saw were blue or grey. She thought this must reflect the type of wynn they were, although she wasn’t sure. Despite asking, Nyrnn still hadn’t been able to locate a book about the wynn or the Academy.

      She knew they were keeping things from her. She was used to people doing this, like the time her father insisted she stay home with him during a festival because he was feeling ill, although Nyrnn knew it was actually because she had had a recent attack. Or when Hala walked her to the door after each visit, pretending she just wanted the extra exercise. She figured Robern was trying to protect her, but from what?

      Her thoughts were interrupted as she saw Namiga and Robern walking together up the path to the dorm, deep in conversation. They were too far away to hear, but Nyrnn thought their conversation looked heated. Nyrnn stopped, watching them approach the dorm and head into the building.

      Forgetting her task, Nyrnn walked to the front steps and followed them inside. She wanted to know what was going on. Robern could tell her he needed time, but she needed to hear him say it. She pushed opened the doors, disappointed to see the foyer was empty. Steeling herself, she entered the hallway and headed toward Robern’s office.

      She could hear muffled voices on the other side of the door. She leaned closer, straining to hear through the thick wood.

      “We are going to lose them. Without the patients, we can’t keep going.” Robern’s deep voice was easy to recognize. “Plus, the results so far are promising.”

      “It is all theoretical. You could be very, very wrong. We need to be careful.” Nyrnn thought this sounded like Cal’in. A cool voice compared to Robern’s boom.

      “We should talk more about this later.” There was a pause. Nyrnn pushed her ear against the door. Then she fell forward, the door flying open. She came face to face with Namiga’s steel gaze.

      “Nyrnn. Why don’t you join us?”

      Nyrnn felt her cheeks flush. Did Namiga know she was in the hall because she was a mind wynn? Had she read her mind? Was she reading it now?

      Robern chuckled warmly as Nyrnn entered the room. “We all get caught sometimes.” He cleared his throat. “Nyrnn, our session with you the other day was very helpful.” He looked at the other two in the room. “There is something that we’d like to try. It might be a little scary, but it’s safe.”

      Nyrnn looked at each of them. Namiga was standing with arms crossed, as if challenging Robern. Cal’in was behind the large desk, his expression impassive as usual.

      “What would you like me to do?”

      “Nothing big.” He paused. “The pouch – the herb that helps you, it also dampens Namiga’s abilities. We would like to repeat the same set of questions, but this time, without its interference.”

      Nyrnn grabbed the pouch protectively.

      “Once we are done, you can put it right back on,” he said reassuringly.

      “If I take it off, what will happen?”

      He shrugged. “Probably nothing. Your condition was not constant. If something happens, then the pouch is right here, and we can stop the episode.”

      Nyrnn continued to hold the pouch, uncertain.

      “Nyrnn, you don’t have to do this,” Cal’in said, his voice surprising. He rarely spoke up, and almost never addressed Nyrnn directly. “Reliving the memory of the attack could trigger your condition. We can find another way.”

      Nyrnn looked from Cal’in’s steady gaze to Robern’s pleading expression.

      She had had the pouch around her neck since the attack in the Academy hallway. In the days since, she had felt stronger and healthier than she could remember. Her headaches were gone. She didn’t feel dizzy. While she was still worried that at any moment it could end, she had begun to rely on it. She had begun to expect that it would keep working.

      She looked down at the pouch, noticing a few leaves puncturing the fabric. It was such a small thing, and yet it had become so important to her. But she wouldn’t have this pouch if it wasn’t for Robern.

      She had to try. Nyrnn pulled the strap over her head, removing the pouch, but still holding it close.

      Robern smiled at her. “Great.” He held out his hand. Nyrnn looked at it, took a deep breath, and placed the pouch in his palm. Robern nodded and moved to place it on the large desk.

      “Okay, let’s try this again.” Robern pulled two chairs to face each other and gestured for Nyrnn to take a seat. She noticed Cal’in moving papers on the desk. He stood and grabbed the pouch, placing it in a box on the shelf near the window before returning to the desk. She forced herself to look away. Yes, her chest felt a little cool where the pouch had lain. She was a little tired, but that was not surprising, as she had stayed up late talking with Gryff. Her stomach churned, but she was nervous. Everything could be explained. She was fine.

      Nyrnn took another deep breath as Namiga sat across from her. She could do this.

      “Are you ready?” Namiga asked.

      Nyrnn nodded.

      “You need to go back to that memory. Robern, take her to it.”

      He cleared his throat. “You were staying with your aunt during the Harvest Festival…”

      Nyrnn closed her eyes. Right away it felt different. She had told this story so many times, but it had always been flat, a recitation of facts. Even with Namiga’s help before, Nyrnn had simply been able to recall more details. This time she felt as if she were transported back to that very night, back into her small child body.

      Nyrnn saw the common room appear before her, and she was giggling as she watched her aunt dance around the room. L’lor sang as she spun, a tune without words that rose and fell with her movements. When she turned towards Nyrnn she smiled, and Nyrnn felt a burst of warmth in her chest. Moving towards her young niece, L’lor came to her knees, ensuring they were eye to eye.

      “What happened next?” she heard her aunt asking.

      “Then the moon turned into Tetwynn, and she… she floated down from the sky.” Nyrnn’s own voice was high and filled with excitement.

      “And then?”

      “She… she danced. With Gall’or!” Nyrnn shouted.

      “Like this?” L’lor sang, lifting Nyrnn up into the air and towards her hip. Nyrnn resisted at first – she was too big for this. And then she remembered the expression on L’lor’s face earlier. A neighbour had knocked on the door that morning, talking in hushed tones after noticing Nyrnn peeking around her aunt’s legs. Something had happened, something bad. But Nyrnn did not know what. Would this make her aunt happy? She grabbed on, her small arms wrapping around L’lor’s neck, joining the dance. Her aunt laughed, the sound filling the room with joy.

      As the memory played in her mind, Nyrnn could still feel the wooden chair beneath her as she sat in Robern’s office. She was in both places, the present and the past. She provided a brief description of the room, her attention on her aunt, healthy and vibrant in the memory.

      “We are the Nash-harry!” child Nyrnn said, recalling the dancers that they had seen earlier at the Harvest Festival. L’lor didn’t want to stay long, so they had missed the dancers’ depiction of the gods’ meeting. Nyrnn had been disappointed. Then L’lor had asked her to tell the story, and Nyrnn quickly lost herself in creating her own version of the tale.

      “Nashari, dear!” L’lor laughed. Nyrnn laughed and then paused. Was she laughing at her? Lyndia had told her about how sometimes people were laughing at you when you thought they were laughing with you. But then Lyndia was always serious. And she was never laughing with Nyrnn. Nyrnn looked at her aunt, trying to understand. L’lor’s eyes danced as she met her gaze. Nyrnn smiled. No, L’lor loved her.

      Panting, L’lor slowed down and gently set Nyrnn back on the floor. “Enough dancing, little one. It’s time to sleep. We have delayed long enough.”

      Nyrnn felt defiance creep into her voice. “I’m not tired!”

      L’lor moved about the room, straightening various pillows and blankets that had become part of their dance. L’lor’s pile of half-knit blankets and yarn lay scattered across the floor, skeins of purple, green and blue tumbling from their storage box. Nyrnn felt a traitorous yawn come over her, which she hid while the mess distracted L’lor.

      “I promised your mother I would follow her directions,” she replied.

      Back in the office, Nyrnn described the time of day, the sun having set and darkness creeping into the room.

      “Is that all you see?” Robern asked.

      “Let her be,” Namiga hushed him.

      The memory moved forward. Small Nyrnn hugged herself. Tomorrow she would return to Shimmerview. She missed her father, but Lyndia? The plan was that she would spend two weeks in Starfall with her aunt. But something had changed. Last night, Nyrnn had dreamed a pair of red eyes were chasing her in the dark. She had awoken in a sweat, terrified. Without thinking, Nyrnn had rushed into L’lor’s bedroom and jumped into bed with her. It wasn’t something she was used to doing. She knew she was too old to fear dreams. L’lor had said it was fine, but then this morning told her that their visit was being cut short. The emotion of the night, her exhaustion, and her disappointment to be at the end of the visit mixed in her stomach, making it hurt. Nyrnn felt tears form at the corner of her eyes.

      “I’m sorry about last night,” she sniffled.

      “Oh my, aren’t you a sensitive one?” L’lor came back to kneel before Nyrnn, touching the tear with her fingers, the gentle gesture softening the words. “You did nothing wrong, little one. Something is happening in the city, and it’s time I got you home. We can see the palace tomorrow if you go to sleep now.”

      Nyrnn’s eyes lit up. “That was built by Gall’or?”

      “By the sun god himself. Would you like that?”

      Nyrnn nodded.

      “Then sleep now and tomorrow we will go.” L’lor stood up and ushered Nyrnn into the back bedroom.

      Nyrnn could remember lying in the darkness, unable to sleep. She had been worried about missing out on the Harvest Festival with her father and sister. They had traditions, including going to the hill after the festival to wish on the stars for her mother’s safe return. And then she had thought about the incident that led to this trip with her aunt. Lyndia furious with her, insisting Nyrnn was too needy. And then Nyrnn yelled back, screaming in her sister’s face. Her mother pulled them apart and decided it was time Nyrnn got to know her aunt a little better.

      Nyrnn remembered hugging her mother goodbye, scared at being left with this woman she barely knew. Her mother had leaned forward and whispered in her ear, “Be strong for me, little one,” and it was as if the words had strengthened her. She had hugged her mother, and then waved goodbye, excited to explore.

      Out loud, Nyrnn described herself falling asleep.

      “What happened next?” Namiga prompted.

      Nyrnn felt herself come awake. That same feeling from the night before was back. Something was coming. She wanted to run. But then Nyrnn heard her aunt moving around, putting dishes away in the kitchen. Nyrnn balled her small fists, determined to stay in her room this time. She was not the baby Lyndia said she was. Instead, she listened carefully for strange noises. The fear that she felt was at odds with the normal and comforting sounds of her aunt quietly singing as she cleaned the outer room. Her fists relaxed, and her eyes closed.

      Then there was a loud knock. Nyrnn sat up. It wasn’t a polite knock, like how her father would knock on her door to wake her up in the morning. It wasn’t even the more aggressive knock from Lyndia, annoyed she had to retrieve Nyrnn. It felt large and angry. Nyrnn’s imagination easily filled in the details. A monster the size of five men, with dark fur and red glittering eyes. Nyrnn held the blankets tighter.

      Nyrnn could hear L’lor’s voice, annoyed, muttering.

      Don’t open the door, Nyrnn thought. Please.

      Nyrnn heard L’lor move to the front of the house and open the door.

      At first, it was silent. Then there was movement. A startled cry.

      Was that L’lor’s voice?

      Her feet hit the cool floor. Feeling small, Nyrnn debated whether she should hide under the bed or investigate the sounds. She remembered her mother’s words.

      I need to be strong.

      Nyrnn walked quietly to the door and peeked into the main room. She saw L’lor backing up. A figure in a black cloak stood in front of her. As Nyrnn entered, the person pulled their hood up, turning towards Nyrnn, their face hidden in the shadows.

      Who was that? What was going on?

      L’lor looked over her shoulder, meeting Nyrnn’s gaze. She motioned for Nyrnn to return to her room. But Nyrnn could not move, and she watched, horrified, as the hooded figure raised an arm and grasped L’lor on the shoulder.

      L’lor cried out and fell to the ground.

      Nyrnn reached her hand forward, reaching, yet too far away to make contact.

      And then everything went white.

      Nyrnn blinked, trying to look around, but no matter where she turned, it was still white. She could feel her heart beating faster and faster in her chest.

      Where was L’lor?

      Then the light became more than light. It was cold. It pressed towards her, squeezing. Nyrnn tried to push back, but it was too strong. She tried to curl her body tightly, but she couldn’t see herself. Where was she? Was she here? Why couldn’t she see herself?

      Someone was ahead of her. Was that L’lor? Nyrnn reached out her invisible arm. She strained, her fear submerged beneath a stronger desire to get to her aunt. She reached…

      And then the form started rushing towards her, faster and faster, and L’lor was right in front of her. Nyrnn wrapped her arms around her aunt, trying to hide from the angry light. It was desperate. It needed something from them.

      Why was it so angry at her?

      Nyrnn cried out, but heard nothing. She screamed, but the light swallowed it.

      Nyrnn could feel herself gripping the arms of the chair in the office, sweat dripping down the back of her neck as pain lanced through her head. But this seemed distant, less real than the memory. And in the memory she was suddenly the little girl again, hugging L’lor’s legs, terrified of the light.

      Far away she heard Namiga’s voice, at first unable to make sense of the words.

      “You need to tell us what you are seeing,” Namiga repeated.

      Seeing? Nyrnn had buried her face in her aunt’s legs, trying to block out the light. She felt her body start to shake.

      “Tell me,” Namiga instructed.

      Nyrnn felt herself responding. Looking up and out at the light, unsure and uncertain. But there was something there. Something glittered. She squinted, looking harder. It was like a shard of a mirror, glinting in the light. Nyrnn reached for it, and it came closer, grew larger. She saw it was not a reflection. It was showing her something else. Images quickly flashed across the surface.

      “I-I see a porch. A… a swing. A young girl swings on it. Then a… a celebration. There are purple flowers on the table. People are dancing, and it’s night. I…”

      “What is it, Nyrnn?”

      Robern’s voice brought Nyrnn back to the room, and she opened her eyes. The room looked strange; the air was shimmering, and she couldn’t focus on Robern, his image fuzzy. She felt fear, anger, frustration, concern, hope, guilt, shame. At first it was just one after the other, and then the emotions piled one on top of the other, pressing on her chest as she struggled to catch her breath.

      Blackness crept into the edges of her vision.

      Not now.

      She closed her eyes against the chaos, gripped the arms of the chair, and tried to wrestle her breathing under control. She knew this feeling. It was bad. But she refused to give in, trying to push away the dizziness and pain.

      Sweat dripped down the side of her face.

      She felt Robern move in front of her and get down on one knee. He grabbed her hand.

      “Nyrnn – did you see their face?” His voice was commanding. She felt angry. Angry that the Shadowed One had done this to her. Angry that she had been injured. Angry her aunt had been attacked. The emotion was fire in her stomach. She grabbed onto it, pushing deeper. White lights appeared against the darkness of her closed eyes.

      Nyrnn felt another presence come closer. Namiga.

      “You can do this.”

      Namiga’s words burned into Nyrnn, and she pushed away the pain. She just needed to look at the Shadowed One. She reached out, searching. They must be here. But the white space held only Nyrnn, L’lor, and the shard. She was inside the Shadowed One – there was no face in here. Then the little girl on the porch swing was back, her blonde hair in two braids that moved as she swung. She turned to Nyrnn, red eyes locking on to her.

      “She wants… wants… She is so angry,” and then the image shattered, leaving nothing. She let go, the memory dissipating. “I’m sorry,” Nyrnn said, opening her eyes.

      She was met with Robern’s face, still close to her own. He stood, walking to the desk. Nyrnn could see Cal’in standing. For a moment, a look of shock appeared on his face.

      “Cal’in!” Robern roared. The younger man started, then began writing furiously.

      Namiga turned to Nyrnn. “How are you?”

      Nyrnn was still breathing heavily, feeling as if she could not get enough air. The pain in her head and chest remained. Now that she had released the memory, she could feel something else. It felt like something was pushing and pulling on her. She gritted her teeth, trying to smile. “I’m fine.”

      “Robern?” Namiga called out. Robern was pointing at something Cal’in had written. “Robern, the pouch.”

      He looked up, his eyes distant. Then he shook his head, grabbing the pouch from Cal’in’s outstretched hand, bringing it to Nyrnn.

      “Great job, Nyrnn,” he said, returning to the desk, barely looking at her. Nyrnn held the pouch in her hand, feeling comforted by its familiar shape. She rubbed the rough canvas, waiting for her symptoms to calm.

      It wasn’t working as fast as it had that first time. Nyrnn tried her breathing exercises; breathing in for a count of four and then back out. But her breath remained uneven and got worse as she shivered. Robern was back with Cal’in, and Namiga was watching them, only glancing at Nyrnn occasionally.

      Nyrnn closed her eyes and tried to imagine a white light in the centre of her chest. She would see it, and then it would falter. Ignite and then flicker out. Again and again she tried to visualize it, but kept failing. Her mind was exhausted and refused to act.

      She opened her eyes, and again she saw darkness around the edges of her vision and black splotches in the middle.

      This was bad.

      “Namiga,” she whispered, trying to get someone’s attention.

      Namiga’s sharp gaze turned to Nyrnn, and she seemed to realize that something was wrong. “Robern,” she called out, getting the large man’s attention. “I think it’s glitching.” Namiga went to the door as Robern looked up. Nyrnn felt herself tipping forward, unable to keep herself in the chair.

      “Nyrnn?”

      Namiga stuck her head out the door and called out. Nyrnn was on the floor, the cool tile providing relief against her forehead. She could feel Robern crouching beside her. Then Eya was there, grabbing Nyrnn’s wrist, checking her a pulse.

      “We need to get her to the temple,” she heard Eya’s voice say. It sounded far away.

      Nyrnn closed her eyes and lost consciousness.
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      The air smelled of lemons and lavender. Nyrnn opened her eyes and saw an unfamiliar vaulted ceiling. She bolted upright, pulling the blankets to her chest. Her head pounded at the sudden movement, and she squeezed her eyes shut, trying to block out the pain.

      She was on a small bed at the edge of a large room, rows of beds around her. As the throbbing lessened, she opened her eyes slowly, and could see people moving from bed to bed, arranging pillows, bringing food, or checking vitals. The white stone walls looked soft. Somehow their surface dampened noises, keeping the space quiet and eliminating echoes. Nyrnn had never been here before, but she had spent enough time in Tetwynn’s temple in Shimmerview to recognize where she must be.

      She remembered being in Robern’s office. He had taken her pouch. Nyrnn felt at her neck, panicked, to find it was still missing. Then a shape on her bedside table caught her eye.

      There it was.

      She reached for it and slid the rope over her neck. Her shoulders relaxed.

      The session had been incredible. Nyrnn remembered being in the house during the attack – it was as if the events had only just happened. From the smell of the pastries, to the softness of the blankets, to the cool floor – it had felt so real. She had been the little girl, but she had also been herself.

      Remembering her time in the white light was more difficult. She remembered feeling scared, but the details were just out of reach. She knew there had been a girl on a swing, but when she tried to remember what she looked like, it hurt, like pressing on a bruise. The girl had been ten, or maybe older. Her hair had been blonde, or maybe brown. Nyrnn couldn’t be sure.

      A small seed of excitement planted itself in Nyrnn’s mind. She had done something she had never done before. She didn’t know if it was helpful or if Robern got the information he was looking for. Regardless of the value it held for others, it was important to Nyrnn. If she tried again, she knew she could get more.

      Something caught in Nyrnn’s throat, causing her to cough. She bent forward, trying to clear it.

      “Have some water, dear,” came a kind voice and a warm hand on her back. Nyrnn sat up, seeing a smiling healer holding out a glass. She took it, sipping slowly, feeling the tension in her throat release.

      Nyrnn nodded thanks. “How long have I been here?” This was a question she hated to ask. Sometimes they would tell her a few hours. Sometimes it would be days. After that first attack, Nyrnn had been in the temple for over a week. The thought of lying here, alone, was unsettling.

      “Three days. Your teacher was able to get you into a pod right away – and that took care of the fever. She must have some pull – usually patients have to wait. After that, your body just needed rest.”

      She? Did Namiga bring her? She had expected it to be Robern. Nyrnn hugged her knees. Three days was long. Longer than she had suspected. She hadn’t had an attack that bad in years.

      “Are they coming back for me?” she asked, her voice small.

      The healer nodded. “Someone comes every day. I’m sure your teacher will be by soon. Is this your first time here?” The healer turned to the items on her cart. Nyrnn could see a plate of food sitting on a warmer. Her stomach clenched, but she knew she needed to eat. She needed to regain her strength so she could try again. The healer reached out, taking her wrist, checking her pulse.

      “My first time at this temple. I’m from Shimmerview,” Nyrnn explained.

      “Shimmerview to Starfall? That must have been quite the adjustment. We don’t see many patients from the Academy anymore. Ever since the raiders came for the wynn children, it seems like they stay on the Academy grounds. But I hear the new wall is in place?”

      Nyrnn nodded.

      The woman set a small tablet on Nyrnn’s lap and placed a bowl of food on top of it. It was some kind of bean and barley stew with root vegetables. The smell reminded Nyrnn of cozy evenings sitting on the porch in Shimmerview, enjoying leftovers from one of Lyndia’s stews. She felt a pang of homesickness.

      “It was truly awful, that attack. I miss the show the little ones used to put on at the Solstice Festival, especially the stone wynn, turning glow stones on and off, their little faces so happy if they did it as instructed.”

      Nyrnn took a small bite of the stew. It was bland but comforting. She took another.

      “Of course, many of them couldn’t turn the stones on – but they were so sweet.” The healer busied herself with items on the tray. “I hope they return to the festival soon. Surely there is nothing to worry about anymore.”

      “Were you there when it happened?” Nyrnn asked.

      “Me? No. I had gone the night before, thank Tetwynn. I got called in after the attack to help with the wounded. There is something wrong with people who are willing to hurt children.”

      Nyrnn nodded.

      “Wynn are killed when they are on the mainland, and it’s awful. But coming here? Killing children? I can’t understand that.”

      Everyone knew about the attack, a small group of Draihan raiders had come to Starfall with the intent to kidnap wynn children at the festival. But they must not have realized guards would be there and adult wynn. During the chaos, eight children were killed, and another five had gone missing. It was this attack that led the Chosen to send his own force onto the mainland, leading to the Battle of the Golden Gate.

      “Starfall always felt so safe, you know. Not anymore.”

      Nyrnn reached out a hand, instinctively touching the woman’s arm. The woman turned, a forced smile on her face.

      “I know,” Nyrnn said, wanting to do something more, but not knowing what.

      The woman shook her head. “Look at me, talking about this. It must be so much worse for you, studying at the Academy. What’s it like?”

      “Didn’t you train there?” The healers in Shimmerview were all wynn. They had to be in order to work the stonetych.

      The healer blushed. “No, not me. I just help. Do the non-wynn healing duties, you know? Let the healers concentrate on the really critical cases.” Looking around, Nyrnn realized that this must be one of many rooms here. She had to keep reminding herself how much bigger Starfall was than Shimmerview. “Lalaina managed your primary care – she’s the senior healer here and a stone wynn. I was surprised when she showed up to care for you, but it seemed like she knew your teacher. Lalaina is not… warm, but she is very good. She’s the best at the pods.”

      Nyrnn digested the information as she continued to eat.

      “I’m not a student. I’m just helping. Like you are.” She gestured to the room of patients. “It seems like there are a lot of patients here,” she commented.

      The healer nodded, her eyes serious. “Last night there was a Shadowed One attack in the eastern ward. Five people were attacked, and one died. Awful business. They had been quiet for a few months, and I suppose we all get accustomed to it.”

      “Last night?” Nyrnn croaked between mouthfuls.

      “Normally they wouldn’t be brought here, but the closer temple was at capacity.” She pointed out the beds in the corner. “We still try them each in the healing pods, not that it ever does any good.”

      Of course, Nyrnn knew there were attacks – but knowing something and seeing evidence for it was different. The healer spoke about the attack casually. An unfortunate occurrence. It was the same tone used to describe when someone had suffered an injury on a fishing boat. Just a way people got hurt.

      Nyrnn reflexively grabbed the little pouch that kept her safe.

      “Are they…” She wanted to ask, are they okay? Are they locked away in the echo state? But the words felt clumsy and rude.

      The healer guessed at her meaning. “They are locked in. One of them speaks, but it doesn’t make any sense. Most people say they are just pulling words from habitual memory. I like to think they are describing what they are seeing.” She shrugged.

      “And someone died?”

      The healer looked sad. “Yes. A young girl. It must have been too much for her.”

      Nyrnn looked down at her half-eaten meal, but she was no longer hungry. This was awful.

      “I think one of your teachers is here.” The healer motioned towards the far end of the room. Nyrnn could see Cal’in making his way towards her. His brown hair, always messy, flopped back and forth as he walked. It disappointed Nyrnn it wasn’t Robern, but she was looking forward to leaving this place and getting back to the dorm.

      “Is she ready to go?” he asked the healer, not looking at Nyrnn. He held a package in his hands.

      “She is still weak, but yes, you can take her back to the Academy.” The healer looked at Nyrnn as she spoke, speaking about her but also including her. She took Nyrnn’s half-finished meal. “You can change in the alcove.” She gestured to a small space nearby.

      Nyrnn slid off the bed, her bare feet registering the cool stone as she waited, testing her balance. She was a little weak, but it was okay. Cal’in handed her the package.

      “Eya sent this,” he said. She took it, curious, and headed into the alcove to change.

      There were no clothes. Nyrnn looked down at the light shift the temple staff had dressed her in – she couldn’t travel in this. The package felt soft, and Nyrnn tore it open. Inside was a pair of black pants and a beautiful bright turquoise coat, buttons up the front with a short collar. Nyrnn touched the material. It was light, and the threads shimmered a little in the light. This was the style of clothing she had seen so many of the people in Starfall wearing. She pulled it on, curious. It was fitted, but a little loose on her. Far more fitted than what she was used to wearing. As she pulled on the pants, she paused, listening to Cal’in’s voice.

      “How many rounds in the pod?” he asked, his words clipped.

      “One.”

      “Is that enough? We talked about at least two.”

      “She didn’t need it. The main issue was exhaustion – and the pod can’t help with that. She still needs to rest more.”

      Nyrnn stepped out of the alcove, feeling self-conscious in the clothing. Cal’in met her eyes. “Are you ready to go? You could stay for another round.” Nyrnn was surprised at his question. He didn’t sound concerned, his voice steady as usual, but at least he was addressing her. But the healer was right – there was no more the pod could do for her. Pods were best for emergency care, able to stabilize a patient. After that, the patient had to get better on their own. Nyrnn was used to the experience.

      “I’m fine. Let’s go.”

      Cal’in gave the healer one last look and held out his arm, offering it to Nyrnn. She took it cautiously, linking her arm through his, and then matching his slow pace.

      Nyrnn looked back at the beds occupied with the recent victims.

      “What is it?” Cal’in asked, as he noticed her craning her neck.

      “Five people were hurt in a Shadowed One attack last night,” she explained. He stopped, and she pointed. “Over there.”

      “Five?” he asked, his voice low.

      “One… didn’t make it.”

      Nyrnn looked at his face. It held the familiar blank expression that she was used to. She was much closer to him than she usually was. From this angle, she could see a slight widening of his eyes that were so often hidden behind the reflection of his glasses. There was a tightening around the edges of his mouth. Was that a reaction? Or was she imagining it?

      “Did they catch the Shadowed One?” he asked after a pause.

      “I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

      “Okay.” He looked at them for another moment. “Let’s go.”

      But Nyrnn didn’t move. Her gaze remained on them. Cal’in turned, looking at her. “Can I… just go see them for a moment?” she asked, her voice soft.

      He nodded and changed their route.

      The four beds were in the corner. There were two older adults, and two younger. A family, based on the resemblance between them. Nyrnn went to the closest bed and picked up the unmoving hand of the older woman. Her eyes stared at the ceiling, moving and yet unseeing. Looking at her left an ache in Nyrnn’s chest. A life lost, stolen away by monsters.

      “Will they live here now?” she asked, not looking up.

      “I doubt it. They will probably be brought to family members or taken to an infirmary. The temple is not a good long-term location for patients.”

      Nyrnn nodded, glad to hear they would be moved. At the dorm, Eya made sure the patients got a walk, got moved around the room. Maybe it wasn’t much, but it was something. To be trapped in your body and kept in a place like this, stuck staring at the ceiling, would be awful.

      She reached up to push a strand of hair behind the woman’s ear when movement in a back room caught her eye. She saw a group standing around something, obscuring it with their bodies. She could hear the quiet sounds of sobbing. With a start, she realized that must be the child that did not make it.

      She felt a cold hand on her shoulder. “We need to go,” Cal’in said.

      Nyrnn nodded. She stood up and let him lead her from the temple.

      

      They exited the temple at the front and climbed down the stone stairs to the street. A small sled waited at the bottom, the driver reading a book as they waited. Cal’in helped Nyrnn find a seat, then directed the driver to take them to the Academy. The sled moved swiftly, as if skimming on water, through the city streets.

      Nyrnn grabbed the pouch again, feeling better knowing it was with her. She looked at Cal’in, who was looking out at the streets. “What happens if they catch a Shadowed One?” she asked.

      He answered without turning. “They are hard to catch. Dangerous. Some have been killed if the guard can find a weapon they can use from a distance.” His voice was hard.

      “Who were they? Who did they turn out to be?”

      “Two have been killed that we know of. They were citizens of Starfall. There was nothing remarkable about them until…”

      “Until they were Shadowed Ones.”

      “Yes.”

      Silence filled the sled as they moved through the streets.

      “Did you… um… contact my family?” Nyrnn asked, voicing a thought that had been bothering her. After realizing she had been in the temple for a few days, it had surprised her not to see her father at her bedside, determined to bring her home.

      Cal’in turned, meeting her eyes. “Yes. I updated them on your condition, ensuring them you were in the best possible hands. They will expect to hear from you right away.”

      Nyrnn nodded, planning how she could tell them. She didn’t want to lie, exactly. But she didn’t want to worry them either.

      “I thought the real danger in Starfall would be the Shadowed Ones,” Nyrnn laughed, trying to make a joke. “I didn’t think my own memories would land me in the temple.”

      “Shadowed Ones are a real danger here, and they are not the only danger. People in Starfall steal from one another, they fight, they create careless and negligent accidents. Raiders have come. Starfall is much more dangerous than Shimmerview. On top of that, you have your condition and Robern will push you to your limits. If your family asks you to return, you should seriously consider it.”

      Nyrnn was surprised. Of course, she knew all these things. The crime rate was non-existent in Shimmerview, but she knew there was some crime in the city. It was dangerous. But she was safe. Right?

      “What if I can help?” she asked.

      “You have helped. The information from your last session will give us plenty to look into. That was what Robern was looking for. He’ll keep pushing, but you’ve already provided all you can.”

      Nyrnn felt a sinking feeling in her stomach. When she thought about that session, she had been terrified. It was awful. And yet there had been something powerful in it, too. She had experienced her memory in a way she hadn’t before. And she had felt like she was helping. She did not want to let that go.

      “Did I describe the face of the Shadowed One? Give you anything to identify them?” Nyrnn didn’t recall doing so, but parts of it were a blur.

      Cal’in shook his head. “No. I don’t think you saw them. The hood obscures the face. It was a long shot.”

      Nyrnn nodded. Maybe Cal’in was right, but maybe not.

      “Thanks for coming to get me,” she said. “And getting me this.” She motioned to the pouch.

      Cal’in grunted noncommittally, and his eyes went back to watching the city outside. His moment of sharing, as brief as it was, was now over. Nyrnn looked to watch the city on the other side of the sled. Ahead, she could see the outline of the wall that enclosed the Academy.
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      Nyrnn sat in the patients’ room, looking at the dark sky, her mind far away. It had been two days since she had returned to the Academy. Robern had greeted her when she arrived. He had emphasized how strong she was and how great the session had been. However, when Nyrnn offered to try again, he had deflected. He insisted she needed to regain her strength. She asked him what he had learned from the session, but he again deflected. All in good time, there was no need to rush. He told her the patients had missed her, a strangely sentimental comment coming from Robern, and then he had been too busy to see her.

      Eya was easier to read. She fussed over Nyrnn, sure that the healer had missed something. Eya didn’t like that Nyrnn had gone to the temple, that things had gotten that bad. Nyrnn tried to assure her that this wasn’t unusual for her, and it was no one’s fault. Despite it being early afternoon when she had returned, Eya had insisted that Nyrnn take a nap. She even produced a book for her. It was on the history of Nubrai, one Nyrnn had read before, and not what she had asked for. Nyrnn appreciated the kindness. Then Eya left, and Nyrnn’s thoughts turned to the many times she had been in her room in Shimmerview, recovering and out of everyone’s way.

      Nyrnn had written to her family, updating them on her return to the Academy and her complete recovery. She downplayed the episode, saying the people at the Academy just weren’t used to it – they had overreacted. Nyrnn thought this was likely true, and she didn’t want to deal with the inevitable pressure to return home. It had scared her to come to Starfall, but now that she was here, she did not want to leave. Something had happened in Robern’s office. She was determined that her body would not be the reason she had to go home.

      Next she had tried to write a letter to Hala, but she couldn’t find the words. In previous messages, Nyrnn had told her friend about the dorm and the parts of the Academy she had seen. Hala had responded with long letters about the children in her class. Nyrnn wanted to talk to her friend about the interview and experiencing her own memories in such vivid detail. But she wasn’t sure how to describe it, and she knew Hala would tell her to return home. Nyrnn left the letter unfinished.

      The following day, Eya asked Nyrnn to do a few chores – to “get the blood moving.” Nyrnn could see her watching carefully out of the corner of her eye, ready to jump in if needed, a look Nyrnn knew very well. It grated on her. Nyrnn was determined to do everything as she had before and prove that she was strong enough to stay here. Other people didn’t understand. Yes, sometimes she passed out – but she always recovered. When her father had thought she couldn’t finish her studies, Nyrnn had found a way. She could make this work as well.

      Nyrnn had convinced Eya to let her transport the clean towels upstairs without supervision. Once out of sight, Nyrnn had placed half the pile on the ground, intending to come back for it. Better that Eya think she could do the task as she had before. Nyrnn felt a bit winded, but she could manage it. She just needed to take her time.

      After disposing of the first pile, Nyrnn returned to the stairwell and retrieved the remaining towels. Feeling a brief wave of dizziness, she stopped, hand on the wall, waiting for it to pass. She heard a noise, looking up to see Gryff coming towards her, worry on his face.

      “I can take those,” he said, holding out his hand for the towels.

      Nyrnn pulled back, hugging them to her chest. “I can do it.”

      “You should rest.”

      “I’m fine,” Nyrnn said, willing it to be true.

      “You’re exhausted,” he stated, letting his hand fall.

      “No, I’m not.”

      He sighed. “Your energy is depleted. Probably you’re still healing after whatever Robern tried to get you to do.”

      Nyrnn shook her head. “I’m fine.”

      “I can see it,” he stated.

      What was he talking about? Oh. “Your abilities?”

      He nodded.

      She felt exposed. He had told her he was a fire wynn. Nyrnn knew that each wynn could see things others could not – the mind wynn able to read thoughts, and the fire wynn able to see energy. But while she understood this was just part of his abilities, she also felt there was something deeply personal about this information. Her whole life people had looked at her and judged what she could do because she looked tired, looked weak. And while she knew she had limits, she couldn’t just sleep all the time. These feelings bloomed in her chest, mixing with the exhaustion she was feeling, the frustration of not knowing what was going on, and the soreness in the muscles in her legs, unused to climbing the stairs over and over. Yes, she was tired. No, she would not rest.

      “So what? I’m exhausted. I can handle it.” She threw the words at him, needing to get them out. Then she glared at him and squeezed past, climbing the last of the stairs. Her words had surprised her, jumping from her mouth. Her heart beat a little faster. These were things she usually thought, but did not say. Looking back, she saw he hadn’t followed.

      Sitting here, looking at the night sky, Nyrnn regretted her words. Gryff had taken time to talk with her, and she looked forward to seeing him at night. She knew how he saw her. It was the same as everyone else – a girl who needed to be helped, protected. And he was right. She wanted to apologize for her words, but the room was empty when she entered. Maybe she had wrecked it. Maybe he wouldn’t come back.

      So Nyrnn sat with Garna with the long brown hair that Eya would often braid. Nyrnn liked to imagine Garna dreamed of cooking pies and selling them in the market. She had seen some markets on her first sled ride to the Academy. She imagined Garna carefully rolling out the pastry, placing it in the pan, and then snuggling each piece of fruit inside. Nyrnn thought Garna was a perfectionist who loved to have the pies look perfect.

      Nyrnn quietly told Garna about what she had done – about going back to the memory of her own attack and doing so repeatedly, helping Robern so he could help the patients. Maybe Nyrnn had told Robern something that could help Garna? Or help stop the Shadowed Ones? Was that too much to hope for? What would Garna think of Nyrnn if she awoke? What would any of them think of her?

      As Nyrnn talked to Garna, she played with the pouch around her neck. She had thought it was her old one with new herbs, but over the last few days, she had noticed differences. This pouch was more triangular and smaller. It was strange that the pouch that helped Nyrnn manage her condition would cause a problem for Namiga’s abilities. She needed to learn more about this herb. Maybe if they had extra next time, Nyrnn wouldn’t have an attack. Cal’in had said she had not seen the face of the Shadowed One, but that had been her first time trying to remember with Namiga’s help. Nyrnn was used to having to try more than once. She knew she could get more information if she tried again.

      Her mind far away, Nyrnn held the pouch, pushing on the fabric.

      Wait. There was something hard inside.

      Nyrnn had treated the pouch with such reverence that she had never really examined it. It worked, and as long as that was true, she hadn’t wanted to test it, to accidentally destroy it or make it stop working.

      But it had stopped working in the office.

      It had glitched.

      The word Namiga used repeated in her mind. Glitched was a strange word to describe a herbal remedy. Nyrnn removed the pouch and wiggled the strings, peering inside, no longer seeing the pouch as sacred. Her actions caused herbs to spill out on the bed, but Nyrnn didn’t notice. She could see a corner of something inside. What was it?

      Nyrnn tugged a little more, and the mouth of the pouch opened. She held it upside down and more dried herbs and a stone fell out onto the bed.

      Nyrnn picked up the stone and examined it. It was square and flat, small enough to fit in the palm of her hand. It was smooth and light coloured, resembling the shining stone that made up much of the city. In the centre there was a clear stone that had a glyph engraved on it. As she looked closer, she could see symbols around the edges of the stone as well.

      Nyrnn had never seen this before, but she had seen things that were similar. This was stonetych. There was stonetych in the pouch. Stonetych? How did that make sense? She dropped it to the bed, uncertain.

      Robern had given her the pouch to help her – to stop her attacks. She had accepted that it was a herbal remedy, something new that had been developed in Starfall. In Shimmerview, the healers made ointments that could prevent infection if a person was injured far from the temple. They made a tea that could help relieve a headache. It made sense that there might be a pouch of herbs that would stop her from having attacks. It was another tool, like the breathing and visualizing practices they had taught her.

      But when she thought back, it didn’t just help. Since she got the pouch, she stopped having attacks altogether. Maybe it was just a coincidence. She had been at the Academy for two weeks, and she had gone two weeks before without an episode.

      But it was more than just the attacks. For weeks she hadn’t been dizzy. She hadn’t been tired. She hadn’t had a headache. She had spent much time helping Eya, doing laundry and helping in the gardens, far more exercise than Nyrnn was used to. In the past, she would have had to take more time to rest, and as a result, they rarely asked her to help back home.

      She had good days in Shimmerview – but since arriving at the Academy, they had all been good days. That was until she took off the pouch.

      That seemed to be more than a herbal remedy could reasonably do.

      Nyrnn picked up some herbs in her fingers. The new pouch had a slightly different smell than the old one. At first she thought maybe that was because it was new. More potent, or fresher.

      She brought the herbs to her nose, then carefully tasted one. It was sweet and earthy, reminding her of a cooking herb. Basil, maybe?

      The stonetych must be what was helping her. But why lie? And what was it?

      The door eased open and Gryff came in with his broom. At first, his expression looked apologetic. Then his eyes landed on the bed with the scattered herbs and the stone. She pointed at it.

      “Do you know what this is?”

      He looked away. “I can’t get involved.”

      “You know what this is?”

      “Yes.”

      “What is it?” She just wanted to know.

      “You need to ask Robern,” he said, moving to the far side of the room with his broom, putting distance between them.

      “Why won’t you tell me?” she asked, feeling hurt and frustrated.

      “Robern has his reasons. I—”

      “If this thing is making me feel better, I need to know what it is. Is it from the temple? Some form of healing stonetych?” She looked down at the stone. “Is there a cost to using it?”

      Nyrnn wanted to say more. They had put her in healing pods many, many times over the years, always when she could not protest. It’s not that she didn’t want the benefits, but the pod always left her feeling a little off. Sour. But she had had no choice. Yet again someone was using stonetych on her without asking, without her knowledge. But if she pushed, what might happen? Would Robern take it away? Would they send her back to Shimmerview?

      Her feelings warred with each other. She stepped towards Gryff and away from the bed. As she moved, she felt a pressure descend on her shoulders, and then she could hear a humming, quiet but persistent. She shook her head, trying to clear it.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Can you hear that?” she said, looking around.

      Gryff leaned his broom against the wall, coming towards her. Nyrnn walked to Harsho, feeling drawn to them. She held the adolescent’s hand, looking into their eyes. They didn’t look back at her, and yet, yet Nyrnn felt seen. A headache began in the back of her head.

      And then it was gone. Gryff was holding the pouch out to her, herbs and stone back inside. He cleared his throat. “You said you were hungry? You should go to the kitchen. It’s important to keep up your strength.”

      Nyrnn blushed, meeting his eyes. She didn’t want to be told what to do. “I’m fine—”

      “Nyrnn – go to the kitchen. You might find some answers.”

      “What?”

      He sighed. “The kitchen.”

      Nyrnn tilted her head. He held her gaze for a moment and then returned to sweeping.

      Questions ran through her mind, but she didn’t voice them. What was going on? Nyrnn slung the pouch around her neck and slipped from the room.

      

      Nyrnn crept down the hall, careful to be quiet. Robern had a room on the main floor, but Eya’s room was just down from Nyrnn’s. It was late, and she didn’t want to wake anyone. She didn’t want to be told she should be asleep. Nyrnn felt strange, Harsho’s eyes clear in her mind. It had been silly, of course. Harsho was still a patient and could not communicate. But for a moment – it had just seemed as if something were different.

      Coming up to the kitchen door, she hesitated, listening. Maybe Gryff had told her to go to the kitchen to get her to stop asking questions. She couldn’t hear anything beyond the thick wood. Carefully, she grabbed the edge of the door and opened it a crack. Peering inside, she could see a light bouncing around. Curious, she opened the door further, slipping into the room.

      Eya had baked a lemon loaf earlier that day. Nyrnn had tried a slice after dinner, and it had been delicious, the perfect combination of sweet and tart, with a sticky icing on the top. Eya had left the loaf on the counter, most of the dessert waiting for the next day. Or it had. One of the strange twins – Nord, Nyrnn recalled – was sitting on the counter, stuffing a piece into his mouth. A sack sat beside him with a few pieces inside.

      “What are your feelings about lemon loaf?” came a whisper at her side, causing Nyrnn to jump. She turned to see the other one, Tray, had materialized behind her, emerging from the shadows. She raised her eyebrows at Nyrnn, expression serious.

      “Uh… it’s good?” Nyrnn faltered.

      “Right answer.” Tray smiled and then walked back over to the counter.

      “How… how did you do that?” Nyrnn whispered, following Tray. “Were you waiting by the door all night?”

      “Just using my spy skills,” she snorted. “We need to be careful when we are on a lemon heist.” Tray cut another slice of the loaf and slid it into the bag.

      “Why are you stealing lemon bread?” Nyrnn whispered.

      Tray shrugged. “It’s good. Best thing Eya makes. Argand makes the food on our side ever since the patients came and it isn’t as good.”

      Nord elbowed Tray.

      Tray nodded. “Right, except for the stew. His is better.”

      Nord nodded.

      “Gryff told me to come here,” Nyrnn said, uncertain.

      “I thought he saw me. Hard to trick him – not impossible. Challenging.” Tray said the word as if she had tried many times before, and would try many more times.

      Nyrnn paused, uncertain, her hand on the pouch. Should she ask them about the stone? She didn’t understand what part the twins played here.

      She watched Nord pick crumbs off his shirt and put them into his mouth. While Nord must be around the same age as Nyrnn, there was something about his posture and movements that reminded Nyrnn of the children in Hala’s class. And while he did not speak, Nyrnn found his presence comforting. Since that strange night in the patients’ room, she had been hoping to see them again.

      Slowly, Nyrnn pulled the stone out of the pouch and held it up. “Do you know what this is?”

      “Null stone,” Tray said after swallowing the last of her piece.

      “Null stone?”

      “Yeah. Wait, don’t you know? You’re wearing one.” Tray’s eyes narrowed.

      “Robern gave it to me to help with my condition.” She held up the pouch. “It was in here. He told me it was a herbal remedy from a healer.”

      “Weird.” Tray leaned forward, grasping the pouch and smelling it. “Smells like tea.”

      Nyrnn felt her cheeks redden.

      “I mean, that’s fine. Null stones are fine,” Tray said quickly, seeing Nyrnn’s expression darken. “Look, I have one. No big deal.” She slid a similar-looking stone out of her pocket and held it out to Nyrnn. “Him too.” She jerked her head towards Nord. “I mean, if it keeps you sane, it’s not a big deal to use it, right?”

      Nyrnn looked at Tray’s stone, surprised that she had one too. And Nord. What was going on?

      “I don’t understand,” she said, looking back at her own stone.

      “They uh… they, like, deaden the noise. Or something.” She sighed. “Rhys is much better at explaining than I am.” She looked at Nyrnn, her eyes widening. “You should come meet her!”

      “Meet who? Where?”

      “Meet Rhys – another wynn. Come back with us and meet her.”

      “Is that… allowed?”

      “We’re basically neighbours. Isn’t it kinda dumb you’re over here by yourself? Just come meet Rhys and then you can return to the boring side of the dorm if you’d like. It’s your life, right?” Tray excitedly jumped off the counter, her package of stolen lemon loaf ready to go. She grabbed Nord’s hand, pulling him from the counter, and started towards the back door of the kitchen.

      Nyrnn hesitated. Could she go? Should she?

      What was a null stone? And why hadn’t Robern told her about it?

      The twins were at the door. Tray motioned for her to come. Nyrnn followed.

      The door led to a small staircase and out of the back of the dorm. As Nyrnn exited the building she could see the small garden she had tended with Eya, and the large lawns spreading out under the moon’s glow. She felt her chest tighten, her heart beating faster. Shadowed Ones came out at night. Nyrnn peered into the darkness, searching for threats, but everything was silent. Was this a good idea? She hugged her arms to her chest. The twins led the way to the back of the other small wing, removing a stone that had kept the door from shutting and heading inside.

      Nyrnn followed them up a staircase and into a kitchen. The room had the same layout as Nyrnn’s kitchen, but with slightly different details – the long table was pushed against a different wall, and colourful pillows perched on chairs huddled together in the corner. It smelled different. Her kitchen smelled of lemons and herbs and cleaning solutions. This kitchen smelled of roasted meat and potatoes and spices. The twins quickly crossed the room, opening the door to the hallway, and waved for Nyrnn to follow.

      Tray stopped at the third door and knocked quietly. Nyrnn saw a pair of blue-grey eyes peek out. “Lemon bread?” came a whisper.

      “Delivery,” Tray said, and the door opened the rest of the way. Inside, the room was the same as Nyrnn’s, a desk, dresser and bed with a window looking out at the rest of the Academy. Nyrnn’s eyes were immediately drawn to pictures pasted on the walls. There were sketches, drawings, and paintings of people in all different poses. Some looked like the people in the blue robes that Nyrnn had watched from her window. One looked like Tray and another like Nord. In the corner was a picture of Namiga calmly drinking tea in the kitchen. The drawings were well done, the colours vibrant, the subjects looking almost alive.

      The young woman who had let them in had ash-blonde hair, similar to Eya’s, that hung in loose waves around her shoulders. She looked to be a few years younger, her eyes wide as she peered at them. Nyrnn could see coloured pencils on the floor behind her. She had clearly been at work.

      “Err, is that…” The woman looked pointedly at Nyrnn.

      Tray shrugged, pulling Nord into the room.

      “We’re not supposed to talk to her,” she hissed.

      Tray looked at Nyrnn and then back at the woman. “Look, don’t you think we all need to stick together?”

      The woman pressed her mouth in a line. Then she nodded and gestured for Nyrnn to enter.

      Relieved, Nyrnn stepped carefully around the drawings and found a spot to sit.

      “Rhys, this is Nyrnn, Nyrnn, this is Rhys.” Tray made the introductions, and then picked up the drawing Rhys had been working on. “Is this Martyn?” she asked, turning the paper to face Rhys.

      Rhys’ cheeks turned red. “I draw everybody.” She retrieved the picture from Tray and placed it in a folder on her desk.

      “Some people more than others, though?” Tray teased.

      Rhys ignored her. “Hello,” she said, turning to Nyrnn. “Uh, welcome to my room.” Tray sat on the ground, pulling out slices of lemon loaf and handing them out. Nord perched on Rhys’ bed, eating yet another slice of loaf while staring at the pictures.

      “Nyrnn wants to know how null stones work,” Tray said as she chewed.

      “Null stones are fascinating,” Rhys said between mouthfuls. “The legend is that Tetwynn made them in order to help the wynn gain control over their abilities. They create a field around the stone that stops all the sensations that wynn experience. Like… turning off wynn abilities.” She pointed to Tray and Nord. “Mind wynn are sensitive to thoughts. While they can learn to control what they pick up, the null stone does that with no training. At the Academy they are used primarily by the young novices but some older wynn use them depending on their… sensitivity.”

      “Exactly. Helps keep you sane,” Tray said sarcastically.

      “At least you can use your abilities,” Rhys said sadly.

      “Not worth it,” Tray replied.

      Nyrnn’s mind whirled. “Okay, but why do I have one?”

      “To control… I mean… for whatever wynn abilities you have?” Rhys said, uncertainty in her voice.

      Nyrnn could feel her heart beating. “I’m not a wynn.”

      “She’s a patient!” Tray offered.

      Nyrnn blushed, and Rhys rolled her eyes.

      “She clearly isn’t a patient,” Rhys said, motioning to Nyrnn.

      Nyrnn looked at the floor. “Tray is right, sort of. I was attacked by a Shadowed One. The… null stone…” she tried on the strange name, “seems to stop the episodes I was having.”

      Rhys peered at Nyrnn. “Interesting. Maybe Robern figured out another use for them. He used to work at the Order. Namiga is always telling us, ‘Don’t be limited by what the rules say we can do.’” Rhys imitated Namiga’s accent.

      “You sure you’re not a wynn?” Tray asked.

      “I… Robern used the Awakening rod on me. It did nothing.”

      “Right. Well… I mean… sometimes Robern stretches the truth a little…” Tray said.

      “For our benefit,” Rhys countered.

      “For someone’s benefit, anyway,” Tray allowed.

      “What do you mean? Do you work with Robern too?”

      “Mostly Namiga. She is helping us to understand and use our abilities,” Rhys said.

      Tray rolled her eyes.

      “Well, she’s helping me, anyway,” Rhys said.

      “Basically, she takes ‘broken wynn…’”

      “I hate when you call us that!” Rhys hissed.

      “And tries to fix us.”

      “She has helped some of us.”

      Nyrnn could sense the familiarity between the two women. Their conversation had the ease of topics often covered and discussed, their teasing tone light, even as the subject seemed serious.

      “How long have you been here?” Nyrnn interjected. As she looked around, Rhys’ room looked lived in. The pictures on the walls would have taken time. The furniture had been moved, adjusted to suit Rhys’ preference. She had been here a while. Nyrnn’s own room looked like a place she was visiting.

      “We’ve been broken a long time…” Tray said.

      Rhys threw a pencil at her. “We came to the Academy when we were awakened. When we had trouble with our abilities, we moved in here. We’ve been here a few years. I plan to master my abilities.” Rhys sent a glare at Tray, but she just shrugged. “Namiga has helped many wynn get control.”

      “Like Martyn?” Tray teased.

      “He is nearly there,” Rhys replied, then turned her attention to Nyrnn. “What did you mean when you said you have episodes?”

      “Sometimes I get dizzy or have headaches. Sometimes I pass out.”

      “And the null stone helps? Fascinating.” Rhys leaned forward, studying Nyrnn’s face. She gave a brief nod. “Can I draw you?” She picked up her pencils without waiting for an answer.

      “So, if you’re not a wynn, why are you here?” Tray asked.

      “Robern thinks I can help identify the Shadowed Ones.” Nyrnn explained the experience of going into her own memory and what she saw. This time, as she recalled the images and feelings, they felt a little more distant, no longer causing any pain. As Nyrnn told her story, Tray nodded and Rhys paused her drawing. Even Nord stilled as he sat looking out the window.

      “Namiga pushed you! Oh, yeah, that can be rough,” Tray said.

      “What?”

      “That’s how she ‘helps.’ She can give you a thought and convince you to do something.”

      “Because she’s a mind wynn?”

      “Yeah, like – you might doubt yourself, and then suddenly you think – ‘I can do this hard thing’ and so you do it. That could be Namiga in your head.” Tray tapped her temple.

      “Wow.” Nyrnn wasn’t sure what to make of that. “She can control people?”

      “Not really. The thought usually needs to align with your own, otherwise you would just dismiss it. Namiga helped convince you that you could do the hard thing you wanted to do. That would be my guess.”

      Nyrnn wasn’t sure that there was a difference between controlling people and what Tray described. Yet she had wanted to get the information for Robern.

      “Wait – are you who they took to the temple?” Tray leaned forward. Rhys looked up from her drawing.

      Nyrnn blushed. “Yeah, it was nothing, really…”

      “We thought it had been one of the mind wynn! But they kept denying it, which, of course, made me more suspicious,” Tray laughed.

      “But your theory was wrong.” Rhys smiled, her eyes on the page, pencil moving. “No conspiracy to restart the old training programs.” Rhys looked up at Nyrnn. “You must have had a severe attack, to go all the way to the temple.”

      “I would have been fine here. They were just worried.” Nyrnn looked away.

      “It’s an interesting theory – that in your memory you are an eyewitness to your own attack,” Rhys mused, her eyes on the page she continued to draw. “Imagine what the patients would say if we could talk with them.”

      “Nord says they don’t have thoughts,” Tray offered.

      Nyrnn looked at Nord, who was now leaning over the end of Rhys’ bed and peering beneath it. She wasn’t sure how he was communicating, if he was doing so. Maybe this was a way for Tray to voice her own opinion? She shook her head, and her mind returned to the null stone. “Does this do something to wynn? Namiga always keeps a distance from me.”

      “Yes, Namiga hates being nulled,” Tray said, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “Great to know if you want her to leave you alone.”

      “Does it hurt?” Nyrnn asked.

      “No. It’s just a quieting. A nothing. She doesn’t want her abilities blocked.”

      Nyrnn looked out the window, noticing the moon had disappeared. It was late and the sun would be coming up soon. She stifled a yawn, feeling a sense of uneasiness growing in her belly. Talking with Tray and Rhys had provided a sense of belonging she had only felt with Gryff since arriving here. But the null stone still made little sense to her, her mind unable to integrate the new information. “I need to get back.” She stood up, collecting the crumbs that had fallen in her lap and placing them in the bag that had been used to steal the bread. “I don’t want anyone to know I was here.”

      “Good idea,” Rhys said.

      “Who cares?” Tray remarked at the same time. They looked at each other.

      Nyrnn hesitated at the door. Could she get back on her own? Go outside? What if something happened when she was out there? “I’m not sure how to get back,” she said, turning to Tray and feeling embarrassed.

      “Sure… uh, here, I’ll take you. You have Nord?” Rhys nodded. “Alright, let’s sneak back.” Tray opened the door to the silent hall and led Nyrnn back to the other side of the dorm.

      

      Back in her room, Nyrnn sat by the window, exhausted and yet unable to sleep. Her mind drifted back to the conversation. Gryff had told her the twins did not use their abilities, but it was strange to know they used stonetych to block themselves. The idea that not all wynn could use their abilities had been a surprise, Nyrnn had always assumed it was easy. The conversation had just confirmed how little Nyrnn knew about the world outside of Shimmerview.

      For a moment her hand reached for the pouch, feeling the null stone inside, her mind turning to the fact that Robern had kept this a secret. But she didn’t know what to do with that knowledge. She let her hand drop.

      Movement on the lawn caught her eye. She felt her heart in her throat. A Shadowed One here? Her body reacted, sending shivers down her spine.

      Something wasn’t quite right.

      As the figure neared the dorm, she could see it was a regular person. It was Cal’in. Where was he coming from? It must only be a few hours until dawn. Mystified, she watched him sneak in the back door she had gone through earlier and enter the dorm. What is he up to? Yet another mystery.

      Nyrnn yawned and climbed into bed. It would have to wait until tomorrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Well, then send it to the shop to see if they can fix it. And get a new one in the meantime.” Robern’s voice boomed out as Nyrnn entered the kitchen. After last night, she had slept in later than usual, and the others had already gathered at the table. Robern was gesturing at the heat stone that Eya used for cooking. Like most of the stonetych that made their lives more convenient, it could be activated by anyone, wynn or not. It had been placed in the top of a regular cook-top, taking the space usually reserved for coals. A luxury that it had surprised Nyrnn to find in the dorm as such things were rare in Shimmerview. However, it looked like it was no longer functioning.

      Eya pulled some bread and cheese out to make breakfast as Robern looked disappointedly at the uncooked sausages. He sighed.

      “Nyrnn, you slept in,” he said, turning his attention to her.

      Nyrnn grabbed the pouch. Why do I have a null stone? What is it doing to me? Why didn’t you tell me? The questions bubbled beneath the surface, but Nyrnn bit her lip and pushed them away. Robern hadn’t lied, exactly. He gave her the pouch, and it helped, so what if it was stonetych rather than a herb? Besides, it would be rude to confront him in the middle of the breakfast in front of the others. Deep down, she knew she was worried about pushing and demanding answers. Robern had done this for a reason. She had to believe that. When she woke up this morning, she had decided that if she wanted to learn more, she needed to keep the experiments going.

      She smiled back at Robern, trying to look fully rested. “Yes, I think it was just the thing. I feel completely back to normal now. I’m sorry I scared you all before – those attacks were pretty normal for me in Shimmerview. Usually I would just sleep them off.”

      “Good news, Nyrnn, glad to hear it.” Robern smiled back, his shoulders relaxing.

      “Where’s Namiga today?” Nyrnn asked, taking a seat at the table, her tone light.

      “Resting at home,” Robern said, refilling his mug.

      Nyrnn’s heart sank a little. Would they continue the experiments if she wasn’t here? Could Nyrnn do it without her help? “Oh.” She covered her reaction. “I didn’t realize she didn’t live here.”

      Robern laughed. “Namiga lives with her wife in the east district. She only comes to the Academy a few days a week. She’ll be back tomorrow.” Eya placed a plate of cheese and bread in front of Nyrnn. Nyrnn spread some jam on a piece and then picked it up and ate it enthusiastically, aware that she was being watched.

      “This is delicious,” she said, mouth full of bread. She was rewarded with a smile from Eya, and a slight nod from Robern. Cal’in ignored her, drinking his tea and looking through some papers.

      Her conversation with Tray and Rhys last night had been confusing but also exciting. Nyrnn did not want to spend another day carrying towels around or helping Eya weed the gardens. Usually, Robern seemed enthusiastic, a caged animal that just wanted to be free to run. But since her visit to the temple, he seemed deflated. She just needed to find a way to get him excited again.

      “I think I may have remembered more of the memory from our last session. Parts came back to me when I was in the temple.” Nyrnn tried to say the words casually.

      “Really? Interesting,” Robern said, his excitement starting to show. “That’s worth investigating.”

      “You said you didn’t remember the Shadowed One,” Cal’in said, looking up.

      “I still don’t remember their face. But I remember more of what I saw—” she struggled to find words, “in the whiteness.”

      “She just got back from the temple,” Eya interjected, looking from Robern to Nyrnn. “She needs to rest.”

      “I’m feeling much better, I promise. And now that I know what to look for, I can keep that from happening in the future.” Nyrnn met Eya’s eyes, willing her to believe.

      “She does seem better.” Robern’s eyes danced.

      “If you’re sure…” Eya said.

      “It’s just a conversation,” Nyrnn said, already standing.

      “Exactly.” Robern smiled at her.

      

      The office looked the same as it had before, the only change the absence of Namiga. Cal’in sat behind the large desk, ready to take notes as Robern paced the room. Nyrnn took the seat she had last time.

      Robern jumped right in. “What do you remember?”

      Nyrnn thought back. The memories were there, although they felt more faded now. “It was strange. I felt like I was in the memory of the Shadowed One, not my own. Does that make sense?”

      Robern looked out the window, and Nyrnn waited.

      “Yes, that makes sense. We understand so little about the Shadowed One attacks; however, there is a theory that we store memories in our bodies, in particular memories that are attached to high levels of emotion. So, perhaps, this memory from the Shadowed One was transferred to you during the attack.” He turned to look at Nyrnn.

      She nodded. “Yes. I think so. I felt anger. I remember that. They were very angry.”

      “Angry at you?”

      “It didn’t seem personal. More like… angry at me for being there?”

      “Anything else?”

      “I saw scenes.”

      “The girl?” Robern asked.

      Nyrnn nodded. When she had suggested this conversation, she hadn’t been sure exactly what she had told them before. What images she had described. If they already knew about the girl, she needed to find something else that might get Robern’s interest. “Yes, a young girl on a swing. But I saw other scenes too.” She closed her eyes, trying to recall the details. “I saw a celebration at night, and people were dancing – lots of people. They were wearing fancy clothes. There was a cake with something on top, some sort of large purple flower like you might see at a celebration of joining. There were smaller purple flowers scattered on the tables. I felt really happy.”

      “Purple flowers?” Cal’in asked.

      Nyrnn nodded. He looked like he was about to say something more. Then he broke eye contact and looked back down at the papers in front of him.

      “I think the anger is key. It could be anger at your aunt. This could be evidence that the Shadowed Ones are sent to attack certain people,” Robern said, turning again to look out the window. Nyrnn could see his fists clenching at his sides.

      Sent to find L’lor? In Shimmerview they were told that the Shadowed Ones attacked whoever was convenient. Sure, there were tales told to young children that they attacked littles who did not finish their dinner, but clearly such an idea was absurd. Wasn’t it?

      “We don’t know that,” Cal’in said, his voice neutral.

      “It seems like we do,” Robern returned.

      “Why would anyone want to hurt my aunt?” Nyrnn asked, trying to understand. Her mind conjured a memory of L’lor sitting, eyes sightless, knitting the same blanket that she always knit. Why would anyone target her?

      “Let’s see,” Robern said, walking to his desk to pick up a file folder he had there. Nyrnn risked a glance at Cal’in. His lips were in a line. He looked disapprovingly at Robern.

      “L’lor Lashriael. Born in Starfall. The younger sister of Malia, married to Ardynn.” He waved his hand at Nyrnn as he listed the obvious biographical information. “She worked in the libraries at the Purple Rose Academy in the ancient histories department. She—” he held up a finger, seeming to indicate he was getting to the good part, “dated a man named Noarn Sidell who worked at the Order of the Golden Eye.” Robern looked pointedly at Cal’in, who shook his head in return. “They were serious, and L’lor had been invited to meet the Council to talk about a position at their internal libraries. A few days after they met she was attacked.”

      “Robern, there is no evidence for this. This is your vendetta.”

      “Five days later to be exact. The Order is behind this.”

      “Why would they attack her? Are you saying that she knew something? She was trying to take down the Order? There is no evidence that she was scared or even concerned. No evidence that she had learned whatever deep dark secret you think they are hiding.” Cal’in paused, taking a breath. “We have to follow the evidence.”

      The dynamic between the two men was interesting. While Cal’in was Robern’s junior, and often took direction from Robern, Nyrnn had noticed that when Cal’in opposed him, Robern would stop, as if Robern had to listen to him. Nyrnn wasn’t sure if Cal’in was Robern’s apprentice, or not, but she was used to seeing the more senior scholar take the lead. This was different. Cal’in was a cool voice against Robern’s passion.

      “We have to stop them,” Robern said.

      “Stop who?” Cal’in asked.

      Nyrnn thought of the patients upstairs. She thought of her aunt. She thought of the body at the temple. There were so many people whose lives had been affected.

      “The Shadowed Ones,” she said, breaking into their argument. Cal’in gave her a pained expression. Robern smiled.

      “Exactly.” He paced back to the desk and looked at Nyrnn, his gaze inquisitive.

      “I want to share a theory I have with you. I suspect that the patients are still aware, although unable to communicate with us. But we have evidence that they may communicate with one another. We believe that because you were also attacked by a Shadowed One, you may be able to pick up on this communication.”

      “They communicate with each other?”

      “Yes, we’ve run several experiments that suggest that they are doing so. Very interesting results. So, our premise is that if they can communicate with each other, maybe you can communicate with them as well.”

      “Speak with them?” Nyrnn looked at Robern, puzzled.

      “Think of it more like communicating. Perhaps with images and feelings – like what you could see in your own memories. What do you think about that?” He watched Nyrnn carefully.

      What did she think? She thought it was insane. Except… maybe not. She had always felt like the patients were in there, somewhere. How else could she explain her desire to speak with them in the evenings, to imagine a life for them? And spending time with L’lor had always brought Nyrnn a sense of comfort.

      Maybe Robern was insane. But if so, she was too.

      Her mind jumped. Last night in the patients’ room, she had heard something as she walked away from the null stone. Maybe… she felt excitement growing.

      “I think you might be right,” she said. “I want to try.”

      “Excellent.” Robern clapped his hands. “Let’s try an experiment. Cal’in – can you bring one of the patients down here?”

      Cal’in sighed and then stood. His cool eyes took them in, but he seemed resigned to what was about to happen.

      “Bring Harsho,” Nyrnn said. Robern nodded, eyebrows raised. Cal’in left the room.

      “Did something happen?” Robern asked once they were alone.

      “I… I had taken off my pouch for a moment,” Nyrnn said carefully. “In the patients’ room. It was making my neck itchy,” she lied. “It felt like Harsho was trying to communicate, maybe. It felt like something was happening.”

      “How interesting.” Robern looked away, his eyes scanning the shelves this time. “The pouch, the herbal remedy, it works like a sedative. It’s good for you, but it might interfere with your ability to communicate.”

      This was the moment when Nyrnn could ask about the stone. They were alone. She felt the words on her lips, but she couldn’t say them. When she tried, fear would press on her chest. Instead, she nodded. “That makes sense. So maybe I need to try without the pouch?”

      He turned back. “I think that might be a good idea.”

      Nyrnn looked down at her hands. “So, you think a person is changed when they are attacked? You think I was changed?” Her voice was uncertain.

      His eyes softened. “You were changed by the attack, but maybe not all the changes were challenging ones. Imagine what might be possible if we could communicate with the patients? Ask them what happened? Who attacked them? It would be amazing.”

      She nodded. “Right. Okay.”

      Cal’in pushed through the door, leading Harsho. The youth looked the same as usual, eyes looking everywhere and yet at nothing. Robern gestured to the seat beside Nyrnn. It was odd to see Harsho in a different room, a room that had been such a strange place for Nyrnn. A place where she had relived, over and over, the worst night of her life. And yet Harsho must have had a similar night. That connected them.

      Nyrnn slipped the pouch from around her neck and handed it to Robern, who placed it far away on the desk. As the pouch moved away, Nyrnn could feel a heaviness settle onto her shoulders and into her head. She felt tired, although this could be the nerves or from staying up last night. There was a fuzziness in her mind. She took a few steadying breaths. She was fine. She wanted to try.

      “What should I do?”

      Robern gestured to Harsho. “I want you to think about what you usually do when you sit with the patients or with your aunt. Try to connect. Pretend Cal’in and I are not even here.”

      Nyrnn nodded and turned her attention to Harsho, leaning forward. She felt the gazes of both men on her. It was hard to pretend she was alone as they watched her. She closed her eyes, breathing, trying to tune them out.

      At first, she felt anxiety, expectation and fear racing through her body. She continued to breathe, trying to release her emotions. She knew she was safe here, that Robern would ensure she was safe. Nyrnn counted her breaths, waiting for her heart to slow. Her shoulders lowered, and her hands, which had been in fists on the arms of the chair, relaxed.

      She opened her eyes, ignoring Cal’in and Robern, reaching out and grasping Harsho’s hand. She noticed that their skin was cool to the touch – hands that were unused. Hands that were held in suspension. She looked deeply into Harsho’s eyes, watching their faraway look, and wondering where they were.

      How was she supposed to get Harsho to talk to her? What did that even mean?

      “I’m here,” she whispered, trying to send Harsho an opening to speak. I’m listening, she thought.

      At first, nothing. Nyrnn continued to count her breaths in and out, fighting to keep her nerves under control.

      Then a noise that hadn’t been there before. Wind brushing past water, the way it sounded when she had visited the docks back in Shimmerview. The waves crashing. She looked around the room. While the sound was subtle, clearly she was the only one hearing it. She closed her eyes again, concentrating on the sound.

      “I think I can hear the ocean,” she said.

      “The ocean.” Robern’s voice was excited, mirroring the sudden thrill Nyrnn felt. “Harsho grew up in a fishing village. They’re talking to you.”

      “What should I ask them?”

      “Ask them about their parents.”

      “Okay.” She focused on Harsho. “Can you tell me about your parents?” Nyrnn repeated the question in her mind, unsure which Harsho would respond to. Nyrnn closed her eyes again, listening to the wind and waves, letting herself get lost in it.

      A minute passed, and nothing changed. Another minute. Nyrnn felt frustration at the edge of her awareness, threatening to destroy her calm. She asked again, but nothing changed. Was Robern wrong? Was she wrong? Were the patients just the body of their former selves, their minds and spirits long gone?

      No, she didn’t want to believe that. She saw her aunt sitting in her room back in Shimmerview. To be able to talk to her, that would be everything. Her heart ached with the possibility.

      Please, she begged, desperate, trying to express her need to Harsho.

      An image formed behind her eyelids. Nyrnn breathed, willing it to become something. First, the image became L’lor dancing around the room from Nyrnn’s memories. Then an image of Malia and Ardynn, standing side by side, happy. Nyrnn’s heart blossomed with love for them.

      The image faded and was replaced by two people Nyrnn did not know. There was a tall man with black hair, greying at the temples, wearing the dark trousers common on fishing boats. The woman was very short, with her brown hair tied in a bun behind her head, a warm smile on her lips. Their drastically different heights made them an odd-looking couple, but they looked happy. They were waving. Nyrnn could see a hand wave back. Her hand? No. Harsho’s hand.

      “I can see them,” Nyrnn said and described the couple, keeping her eyes closed. Robern laughed in triumph, and Nyrnn felt equally excited, an enormous smile on her face. She was doing it. She could do this. Nyrnn opened her eyes and saw Cal’in with a rare expression of surprise in his eyes. He’s amazed, she thought to herself. Well, she was amazed, too. She just wanted to wrap herself up in this moment.

      “They remember. They are still in there,” Cal’in said, biting his lip, looking at Robern, their earlier disagreement forgotten. “This changes everything.”

      “It certainly does.”

      “We might be able to help them,” Cal’in said. Hope lit up his eyes, changing his normally dour expression, and Nyrnn saw something she had never seen before. A man not that much older than her who had been carrying a burden. She recognized it, as she so often felt like a burden herself. What was he carrying?

      “Yes. But first, we need to stop the attacks.” Robern dismissed Cal’in’s comments. “If we can get eyewitness accounts of all the attacks, it is only a matter of time until we find the source. This is the break we’ve been looking for.”

      Cal’in’s expression darkened. As Nyrnn looked at him, it was as if the hope had just been swallowed by fear. And then the fear was swallowed, leaving nothing behind. It was a strange image. She shook her head, still feeling fuzzy.

      “Of course,” he replied, returning to his notes.

      Nyrnn felt the heaviness in her mind increase, a sharp pain beginning in her temple. She held her head in her hands.

      “Are you okay?” Robern’s voice was concerned. Nyrnn wasn’t certain, feeling unsure about her own condition. It was similar to what she had felt before an attack in the past, but was that what was happening? She started her breathing exercises, focusing on the sound of the air entering her lungs, and then slowly exhaling. It was harder this time. She felt sluggish.

      Then the heaviness was gone, her mind clear and pain free. She gasped and opened her eyes. Robern had come to one knee in front of her. He was holding the pouch in his hand.

      “It was working,” she said, feeling depleted.

      Robern held out the pouch and she accepted it with resignation. “You’re our secret weapon, Nyrnn, we’re not going to take any risks,” he said, smiling at her. She stared at his eyes. Where before he had seemed like an open book, now she felt uncertain.

      “I want to do more,” she said, looking at the pouch, the source of her problems and her solution.

      Robern chuckled. “Soon. But not today. Go rest. You have given us a whole new approach to finding what we need. We will try this again tomorrow.” He got to his feet, still watching her, but clearly gaining confidence that she was, in fact, okay.

      She felt as if she had been dismissed. She got to her feet, pausing to make sure she was steady, and then left the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      For two hours each day, Nyrnn felt useful. After breakfast, Robern would ask her to come to the office and she would communicate with a patient and identify biographical information about them. Often it was where they lived, it might be images of parents or children, or possibly even where they worked. The patients would communicate through images and feelings. Each time she would set aside the pouch, tune into the patient, and then see their world inside her mind. It was incredible.

      When Namiga returned to the dorm, she hadn’t joined their sessions. Robern explained that Nyrnn didn’t need the help, and Namiga had other things she needed to take care of. Nyrnn wondered if it had anything to do with Tray and Rhys. She hadn’t seen them since the night that she had met Rhys. Nyrnn wanted to see them, but she could wait. The success with the patients left her feeling more purposeful than she had since arriving. In the back of her mind, she knew this meant she could communicate with L’lor. She had not told her family this, unsure of how to explain it. But soon she would return and finally get to talk to her aunt.

      After the first day with Harsho, Nyrnn had headed to the patients’ room that night, as was her pattern. However, she had found the door locked. The next day she had asked Robern about it, but Robern had avoided the question, saying it was best if she “saved her strength” for their sessions. Nyrnn was irritated, and yet she knew she would have tried to communicate with the patients if she had access. There was a whole world she hadn’t known was there, and she was itching to do more, learn more. She was fascinated with the way the stories she had imagined for them sometimes did, and sometimes did not, match up with what she was now learning. She also missed chatting with Gryff at night. She had only seen him in passing these past few days.

      Despite these changes, she still felt buoyed by the progress she made with the patients each day, Robern and Cal’in checking her visions against their own research into each person. She knew this was just the warmup. The real challenge would be seeing what the patients knew about their own attacks.

      Today, as Nyrnn sat in the office, watching the morning sun dance across the Academy lawn, she felt anticipation for what would come next. She had just worked with Bea, and Gryff had come to retrieve the woman and return her to the patients’ room. Robern paced the floor of the office, his speed a bit faster than usual. Cal’in sat behind the desk, taking notes and organizing the files for the next session.

      Nyrnn held her pouch in her hand, enjoying the peace that she now associated with the “null bubble” it created. It was strange – knowing a bit more about the pouch and the stone had helped her to track its effect over the past few days. She knew that when she gave the pouch to Robern, she would feel a heaviness descend on her. A tiredness. Sometimes she would find her heart rate increasing. Once she had felt dizzy. It wasn’t always the same, but there was a certain range of symptoms that would begin.

      When she thought back to her life in Shimmerview, she knew that she had felt that heaviness. The other symptoms would come and go, but there was a certain baseline that she experienced nearly all the time. Being free of that, and free of the worry of an attack happening at a random time, gave Nyrnn the freedom to be a little more courageous than she had ever been before. While it was strange to learn it was stonetych, Nyrnn also felt more confident that it would work. Yes, stonetych could break, as hers had when it glitched, but it seemed more solid and trustworthy than some mysterious herbs.

      Robern stopped his pacing in front of her, and she looked up, meeting his gaze.

      “How comfortable do you feel talking with the patients now?” He tapped his foot as if the motion of his body had to continue by some means.

      “It’s easy now,” she said eagerly. “I’m ready to do more.”

      Robern nodded. “I think it’s time.”

      “You’re rushing,” Cal’in interjected. His stern gaze focused on Nyrnn. “It’s important that we get proper confirmation. If this ever goes to the Council—”

      “We have confirmed that it is working. Enough! We need to move on.”

      “It’s too soon,” Cal’in said, finding and holding Robern’s gaze – challenging him.

      “Too soon? And when will we have enough? You’re stalling.” Robern waved dismissively.

      “Nyrnn is fragile. If we push her, she’ll end up back at the temple. We don’t even know if this is possible.”

      “I’m fine—” Nyrnn tried to interject.

      Robern waved at her. “She’s fine, see?”

      Cal’in changed tacks. “Last time it was the experience with the Shadowed One that sent her to the temple.”

      “That was different,” Robern said carefully, as if trying to select the correct words. “It was probably Namiga’s influence, more than anything, that caused that to happen.”

      “We don’t need to rush this,” Cal’in repeated.

      “Don’t we? Pynne Riell, five years old, dead from the most recent Shadowed One attack.” There was a rawness in Robern’s voice as he named the most recent victim.

      Cal’in opened his mouth as if to say something. He paused and then closed it. His face shuttered, a momentary look of defeat in his eyes. Then he nodded. Robern had won the argument. “Okay,” Cal’in said, surrendering. “But Nyrnn is tired and you have your meeting.” He picked up his papers. “I will have everything ready for tomorrow.”

      Robern clapped his hands and smiled. “Right, my meeting. Let’s hope the Chancellor is in a better mood today!” He grabbed a satchel off the back of a chair and slung it over his head. Then he came over to Nyrnn, as he always did at the end of each of their sessions.

      “You did fantastic today. You’re going to be the key to solving this whole thing.” Nyrnn smiled back, feeling good. Feeling useful.

      With one last look, Robern strode from the room.

      Nyrnn pushed herself up from the chair with ease. After the first few sessions, she had felt shaky afterwards, but this was no longer true. In fact, she felt energized today – excited for the next session. She just wished there was someone to talk to about it.

      Nyrnn had not included information about the sessions in her letters to her family or Hala. It was not that she thought they wouldn’t believe her, or that they would think she was strange, although, if she thought about it, it was strange that she was talking with patients. It was that she thought they would be worried about her. Surely it was dangerous to connect to the minds of patients? In Hala’s last message she had asked if Nyrnn had met the healer yet. And if not, she needed to “march right up to that Robern fellow and demand that he introduce her.” Hala, trying to step in for Nyrnn even from afar.

      And then Nyrnn’s mind turned back to the wynn, and she longed to talk to them about what she was going through. Eya was lovely, and seemed to genuinely care for Nyrnn, but Nyrnn did not feel like Eya understood what she was going through. Tray and Rhys had come here because it was the best option. They had left their family and friends in order to learn how to master their abilities. Nyrnn could imagine what that felt like. She was also here, away from family and friends, trying to find a solution for herself. She considered sneaking out at night, out the back to go see them, but the idea scared her. She couldn’t be certain the door would be unlocked. What if she got stuck outside? She couldn’t do that.

      That afternoon, Nyrnn asked Eya when she might next be making her delicious lemon loaf, thinking that might be just the thing to lure the wynn from the other side. However, their heat stone had not yet been replaced, and Eya told Nyrnn that she didn’t believe they would have a new one anytime soon. Eya had been preoccupied as she tried to learn how to cook using coals, trying to create her recipes on “this piece of junk” as she described it. She would not attempt a lemon loaf until she had this figured out.

      And so Nyrnn found herself that night with no patients to visit, no one to talk to, sitting in her room watching out the window, unable to sleep. She listened to the sounds in the dorm, Robern’s heavy footfalls easy to distinguish. Eventually the sounds died down, and she could only hear the wind blowing across the quiet lawns. Her mother’s journal lay open and yet forgotten on her lap, unable to keep her attention.

      She felt restless. It was a strange feeling for her. Before she had the null stone, Nyrnn had been so tired all the time that she would easily fall asleep at the end of the day. Now she felt well rested. With all the chores Eya had her doing, Nyrnn felt stronger, her body responding to the exercise. And so, at the end of the day, her mind would keep her up, running through questions, as she sat staring at the night. Questions to which she had no answers. She needed to do something.

      Nyrnn got out of bed and slipped into the hallway, walking quietly to the door of the patients’ room. She tried the handle, but it was locked, as it had been on the nights before. Nyrnn stood looking at the door, debating what to do. Generally, she followed the rules others laid out for her. The rules kept her safe, and they kept others from being worried. This made sense when Nyrnn thought of her condition as only something that made her weak. But now her condition had become something more. It gave her the ability to communicate with the patients. Now it felt like the rules were holding her back.

      Lost in her thoughts, Nyrnn jolted as the door opened, and she came face to face with Gryff. His eyes went wide, clearly as surprised as she was to find someone on the other side of the door. She backed up, and he nodded, closing and locking the door behind him. Then he nodded again and moved down the hall towards the kitchen.

      Nyrnn watched his back. Then she followed after him. He was putting the broom away as she entered. She noted the smell of burnt something in the air, which was masked, not very well, by Eya’s cleaning solution.

      “I need to see Tray and Rhys,” she said, forcing herself to meet his eyes.

      He shrugged and gestured towards the back door. “Then go.”

      “Can… can you come with me?” she asked, feeling foolish and hopeful.

      He shook his head. “I can’t help you.” The words brought Nyrnn back to when he had said the same thing in the patients’ room when she had asked him about the null stone.

      “Why not?” Nyrnn asked, blushing.

      “I… I made a deal.” He looked away.

      “I need to go.”

      “Then go,” he said, and he started to move back towards the door.

      “Please,” Nyrnn whispered. He stopped, and his shoulders drooped. He turned back around.

      “What are you afraid of?” he asked.

      A million scenarios ran through her mind. She saw Robern’s look of disapproval after she was caught. She imagined getting lost on the other side of the dorm. She saw herself accidentally waking up Namiga. She thought about running into a Shadowed One while outside. She saw herself falling unconscious in some hidden spot and being left for days. She felt overwhelmed by the possibilities.

      She took a breath. “Just help me get into the other side, take me to the back door. That’s all. Once I’m inside, I’m fine,” she said, even though the idea scared her.

      He looked at her. She moved her gaze to her hands, hoping, wishing he would just say yes. A moment passed. Then another.

      She heard the jangle of metal and looked up to see him removing a key from a key ring. “Here.” He tossed it at her, and she reflexively reached out to grab it. “There’s a door across from the patients’ room. It leads to the bedroom wing on the other side. Tray and Nord’s room is to the left of that door. Robern and Cal’in are out, so you just need to watch for Namiga, but she’s a heavy sleeper. Good luck.” And he was through the door and away before she could respond.

      Nyrnn stared at the key, breathing deeply.

      She could do this.

      She opened the door, and found the hallway empty, Gryff having left to wherever he was next headed. Nyrnn found the door across from the patients’ room. She had suspected that this led to the other side of the dorm, and had tried to listen through the locked door on a few occasions, with no luck. Nyrnn stood there, listening to the silence of the building. She felt comforted that she didn’t have to brave the outside, although she could still feel anxiety building in her stomach at the thought of taking the next step. It had been so easy with Tray, as Tray was fearless. She had pulled Nyrnn through the hallways, outside and back in, traversing the distance with ease. But for Tray this was her home. Nyrnn still felt like a guest – perched here, afraid to be shooed away. But she also wanted to see them again.

      She took a breath and slid the key into the lock. Slowly, she turned it; the lock sliding until it clicked, releasing the tumbler. Pocketing the key, Nyrnn grasped the handle and twisted it slowly, pulling the door open to check the hallway on the other side. It was empty. Closing the door behind her quietly, Nyrnn went to the door on the left and leaned her ear up against it.

      Silence.

      Nyrnn felt doubt creep in. What if this was the wrong room? What if Tray was asleep? Nyrnn lifted her hand to knock, but paused, holding her fist in the air.

      Should she knock? Would that wake everyone up? Indecision left her frozen.

      As she waited, unsure of what to do, she heard a noise down the hall. It was voices muffled by a closed door. She walked slowly towards it and found the door where the sounds were the loudest. She thought the voices sounded like Tray and Rhys. Carefully, she counted the doors from the back entrance. It seemed to be the right one.

      Should she knock?

      She heard Gryff’s words repeat in her head. Then go.

      Nyrnn knocked quietly.

      From inside she heard a curse, and scrambling. A moment later Rhys’ blue-grey eyes met hers through a crack in the door. They widened with an “eep” and Rhys opened the door to let Nyrnn in.

      “Hey.” Tray waved, coming out from behind the dresser. She leaned down and pulled Nord from under the bed. Rhys closed the door behind Nyrnn.

      Nyrnn smiled reflexively, relieved and happy to see them.

      “I hope it’s okay I came,” she said.

      “Of course,” Rhys replied as she took a seat.

      “How did you get here?” Tray asked. “That’s a pretty daring move. It took me years to start just disobeying like that.”

      “Years?” Rhys laughed.

      “At least a few months.”

      Nyrnn blushed. Daring was not something she had ever been called before. She let the praise land in her heart for a moment, before dismissing it. “Gryff gave me a key to get in.”

      “Really?” Both Rhys and Tray’s eyebrows went up. Nord was looking at the pictures again, not engaging with the conversation.

      “He won’t help me directly, but he sometimes gives me a hint.” Nyrnn shrugged and took a seat across from Rhys. She saw a picture of a man tending a garden. “That’s him?” she asked, pointing to it. “Did he have trouble with his abilities too? Is that why he’s here? For a while I thought he must be a teacher, but he only seems to do chores.”

      “Uh, you don’t know?” Rhys looked at the picture, and then back at Nyrnn.

      “Know what?”

      “Gryff is Gerrin Hayne.”

      Nyrnn shook her head, not understanding.

      “Hayne?” Rhys repeated.

      “Wow, you really are sheltered in Shimmerview,” Tray said, surprised.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Hayne the Destroyer?” Tray said slowly.

      Nyrnn shook her head. Hayne the Destroyer was the hero of the Battle of the Golden Gate. He had used his wynn abilities to defend Nubrai after the raid of Starfall and the death of the wynn children. In the stories, Hayne was a giant who single-handedly pushed back their enemies from Draihan. Gryff was… Gryff. That couldn’t be true.

      “I don’t understand. He can’t be.”

      “You really didn’t know? Gryff went through the ‘special training’ that was intended to turn wynn into fighters. Weapons.” Tray shrugged, but there was a hardness in her eyes Nyrnn had not seen before.

      “Turn wynn into weapons?” Nyrnn was confused. “But… the pillars keep us safe.”

      “Until they didn’t,” Tray said. And Nyrnn swallowed. Of course. The raid in Starfall meant that Draihan fighters could enter Nubrai. The Battle of the Golden Gate had been to push back the Draihan, keep them from ever returning.

      “Hayne led the forces. He was successful. We’re safe.” Nyrnn still couldn’t think of Hayne and Gryff as the same person. “Are the stories true? Of what he did?”

      Tray looked at her. “Officially, Gryff led a group of wynn onto the mainland. They ran into a large group of Draihan soldiers. Gryff was able to defeat them. Unofficially, I’ve heard that a mind wynn tried to force Gryff’s hand and he lashed out, killing them. The Chosen touts it as a victory, but few of the wynn survived. It makes you wonder what happened.”

      “Why don’t you ask Gryff?”

      “Gryff doesn’t talk about it. He rarely talks about anything.”

      “How did he… how did he do it?” Nyrnn asked, fascinated despite herself.

      “Defeat the enemy soldiers? Gryff’s powerful. He is able to transfer energy from one person to another. In his case, from many people. He would knock out the enemy soldiers. I assume then our soldiers would slaughter them.”

      Nyrnn pictured the way this would change the dynamic on a battlefield. She shivered. To be able to do that, to be that powerful… a strange sensation landed in her heart, a mixture of fear and awe and envy.

      “Why is he here?”

      “What do you do with your weapons when the fight is over? Probably sent here by the Chosen,” Tray said dismissively.

      “We don’t know that,” Rhys interjected. “Maybe he chose to come. To be fixed like us.”

      “Or maybe he’s just waiting till they need him to start killing again,” Tray said, darkness flashing in her eyes.

      Rhys hit Tray on the shoulder. “No. Don’t say that.”

      “Were you all trained to fight?” Nyrnn asked.

      “Some are. Fire wynn have always been trained to fight so they can work for the guard and heart and mind wynn are sometimes recruited to be part of the Hidden Eye. A few years ago, the training became more specialized. After the Battle of the Golden Gate the training appeared to be shut down,” Rhys explain. “Tray thinks it is still going on.”

      “Rumours are that the training continues in the empty buildings at the north wall…” Tray said.

      “Anyway…” Rhys said, turning back to look at Nyrnn. “Gryff came here after the battle, and started doing… well, what you see. I assume he’s working with Robern, but he doesn’t talk to us.”

      “Well, we did react a little bit when he first came…” Tray said.

      “I was surprised! It was Gerrin Hayne!” Rhys blushed.

      “Rhys had a little bit of a crush for a while. She used to follow him around,” Tray teased. “Quite a few of the wynn wanted to learn from him. But he refused, and eventually people left him alone.”

      Nyrnn’s mind spun. Gryff a hero? A retired warrior? These images did not fit with the quiet man with his kind words and understated jokes. She couldn’t make sense of it.

      “I didn’t know,” Nyrnn said. “I didn’t recognize him.”

      “Well, he gave you a key. That was nice,” Rhys said, smiling at Nyrnn.

      “Not that I’m not glad you’re here, but why are you here?” Tray asked, poking Nyrnn with her foot.

      “Oh, right.” Nyrnn shook her head, trying to clear it. “I talked with the patients!”

      “What do you mean?” Rhys asked. “Like, you talk to them to… comfort them?”

      “No, no. I can, like… communicate with them. That’s why Robern brought me here. He thought I could find out who the Shadowed Ones are and where they are coming from!” Nyrnn couldn’t keep the excitement out of her voice.

      “Like their surface thoughts? I didn’t think that was possible. Namiga tried and wasn’t able to get anything from them,” Tray said.

      “No, not thoughts. It’s more like their memories. Robern thinks that when someone is attacked by a Shadowed One it changes them, and I was changed too, but I can use that to communicate with the patients.” Nyrnn struggled to articulate the experience.

      “That’s amazing. Nord always said they were in there, right, Nord?” Rhys turned to Nord, who was now crawling across her bed to look out the window.

      “Don’t baby him,” Tray said.

      “He did, though,” Rhys said.

      “Ummm.” Nyrnn didn’t know how to ask this, but it had been on her mind. “Is he okay?” She gestured at Nord.

      “He’s fine,” Tray said.

      “Nord’s mind is just a little… da—” Rhys looked at Tray, whose eyes were turning to green steel. “A little… uh… different,” she finished. “It can happen sometimes. The training can be too much.”

      “He’s fine,” Tray repeated.

      “Of course.” Rhys laid a gentle hand on her friend’s shoulder. Tray stared into the identical eyes of her brother, frowning.

      “You said Nord can hear them?” Nyrnn asked, trying to change the subject.

      “I think he can, sometimes. But don’t tell Robern.” Tray looked at Nyrnn seriously.

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t want Nord to be part of any experiments. No offence—” Her eyes widened. “You can choose whether to take part. I’m not sure about Nord. Better Robern not know.”

      “I won’t tell him.” Nyrnn thought it strange they both talked as if Nord was part of the conversation. But then she remembered her father doing the same with L’lor. They were probably doing it to be kind.

      Tray looked relieved.

      “We’ve got to stick together, right?” Nyrnn said it quietly, echoing what Tray had said on her last visit. The phrase that made Nyrnn feel like she might belong.

      Tray smiled. “Of course.”
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      Nyrnn awoke alert and ready. She took a deep breath, taking in the scent of warm grass that came through her window. Spring had blended into summer since she had arrived. She counted the days in her head. She was pretty sure it was midsummer today. It felt strange to be unsure. In Shimmerview, there would be celebrations, and her father would be busy planning for the rest of the season. She still felt her body responding to the timing. She knew what the fields would look like.

      Today she would ask one of the patients for information about their attack. If this worked, Robern would be able to figure out who the Shadowed Ones were. Where they were coming from. This was big. Maybe today she would find the answers that Robern needed.

      At breakfast she noticed that Cal’in had dark circles under his eyes. He ignored his own food and focused on the hot tea Eya had brewed. Robern was his usual self, full of energy, jumping up to help Eya, as if sitting still was too hard a task. He looked at Nyrnn and smiled. Nyrnn felt like they shared a special bond. They were going to take down the Shadowed Ones.

      They set up in the office, and Gryff came in with Layne. He guided the woman easily, even as her brown eyes looked around and yet saw nothing. Seeing Gryff brought back memories from last night, and Nyrnn felt herself blushing. He was a hero of Starfall. Of Nubrai. What did he think of her? She remembered telling him the stories she had invented about the patients and felt even more embarrassed. He caught her eye and raised an eyebrow.

      “Thanks for—” She gestured, not wanting to say “key” in front of Robern.

      “I hope you found what you were looking for,” he said. Robern and Cal’in were discussing the best approach for the session, and seemed too busy with their own conversation to pay attention to Nyrnn and Gryff.

      She wanted to say something. Hey, so you’re that guy? Did you really travel to mainland? Kill Draihan soldiers? What are you doing here? But all the words she thought of were too awkward. Everyone had known except for her. She remembered asking him about his abilities. He must have thought she was so backward. How could she not have recognized him? Just a girl from a small farming village. Ugh.

      “Hey.” He caught her eye. “Is something wrong?”

      “Nothing,” she said awkwardly, feeling her cheeks get even warmer. “Um… they told me… uh—” she stumbled.

      He looked at her, his warm brown eyes inquisitive. Then they changed. He pulled away, putting distance between them. “Oh. Right,” he said, and gave a curt nod and left the room.

      He knew. He knew that she hadn’t known, and now she did, and… it was awful. Nyrnn twisted the edge of her shirt between her hands, wondering if she should run after him, but certain if she tried to say more it would just make it worse. She pulled her eyes from the door and focused on the task at hand.

      Nyrnn took her seat beside Layne, getting comfortable in the wooden chair. She slowed her breathing, inhaling for a count of four, and then exhaling slowly. Her heart was racing from the combination of excitement for today and embarrassment at how she had acted in front of Gryff. However, the practice worked wonders, and her heart slowed as her mind found clarity and focus. She couldn’t do anything about Gryff right now, but she could help Layne.

      Cal’in took his position behind the desk and Robern came forward and she gave him the pouch. As he moved away, she felt the familiar heaviness descend on her head and shoulders. It was unpleasant but bearable. She could handle it.

      “Okay, let’s try this,” Robern said, his eyes bright. Nyrnn felt her own enthusiasm increase. “You’ve already asked Layne about her family and home. This time, when you go in, see if you can get her to take you to the night she was attacked.”

      Nyrnn nodded. She stole a glance at Cal’in, but the younger man did not look up. She felt momentary apprehension, but she pushed it away. She was fine.

      Nyrnn reached out for Layne’s hand and closed her eyes. “Layne, what happened the night you were attacked by the Shadowed One?” She repeated the question in her mind as well. As the sessions had continued, she was pretty certain she did not need to voice the questions out loud – except to include Robern and Cal’in in the session. Her communication with Layne was not verbal.

      At first nothing happened, but Nyrnn was used to this. The first few times this had caused her to panic. Now she knew to be patient. Soon colours swirled against the back of her eyelids, images forming and dispersing. There were clouds of reds, purples and blues. Then the moon and a night sky with stars.

      Nyrnn looked down at her hands, and they were not hers. These hands were tanned, and the nails were painted bright red. One had a large chip in it, and as she looked at it, she felt worried. The chip made her hands look like those of a worker. Maybe she had time to fix it. Nyrnn felt anticipation. Someone was coming soon, someone special.

      Nyrnn explained what she saw and how she felt.

      “Good. Keep going,” Robern encouraged her.

      Nyrnn looked up, seeing the moon and the stars. She was outside in the streets. No one walked by. It seemed very late. Nyrnn straightened the dress she was wearing. She felt butterflies in her stomach, but it was a good feeling.

      Then the good feeling vanished and was replaced with confusion. Someone was coming, but not the right person. She saw a figure in a long, dark cloak enter the street and come straight towards her. Fear gripped her, and Nyrnn couldn’t move, her muscles frozen in place. She knew what this was. She knew what was going to happen.

      Nyrnn could feel her breathing increase as she focused on the figure. In the moonlight, it was difficult to know for certain, but the cloak looked black. A large hood covered the head and came down in front of the face, hiding it in shadow. The arms of the figure were exposed, human arms, reaching from the blackness towards her. A hand made contact, and then everything went dark. Nyrnn broke the connection, opening her eyes and describing what she could, but beyond “human” there was little to say.

      “That’s good, good,” Robern said, although Nyrnn felt disappointed. “Every time you try this, we get a little more. Right, Cal’in?”

      “Sure,” he replied. “Look, this is probably all Nyrnn is going to get, she wasn’t there. But this does confirm the information we have about the attack. Maybe we should focus on using Nyrnn’s ability to make sure the patients are well cared for. Let their families communicate, if possible.”

      It would be wonderful to help the families, but Nyrnn wasn’t ready to give up on Robern’s plan. The problem was that she knew so little about what they needed, what they were looking for. She assumed there was a reason they didn’t tell her, and yet it would help if she knew.

      “I think I can do more. What are you looking for? Maybe Namiga can help me again.” Silently she pleaded, let me try again.

      Cal’in spoke up. “When you relived your own attack, Namiga was able to help you uncover your memories. Information you had stored at the time, but didn’t have access to. Now you are,” he shot a glance at Robern, “asking Layne to share her memories with you. But this is all Layne remembers. She doesn’t remember as much as you did.” He shrugged. “There’s nothing more to uncover. Namiga can’t help.”

      Robern stopped his pacing and looked at Nyrnn. She instantly felt a surge of hope. He had an idea. “What if Nyrnn is able to find something that Layne doesn’t know is in there? An event can leave a mark on a person that they might not know about – maybe the Shadowed One left something behind.”

      Cal’in tilted his head to the side. “But why would she be able to do that?” he asked.

      Robern made a dismissive gesture. “Maybe… Maybe it’s like when you have a conversation with someone and they help you to see something you already knew. Just the other day I was telling Eya about how I was frustrated that the Academy was refusing to replace our heat stone, and she reminded me that there was a difference between delay and outright refusal, and that, from her perspective, I was creating a problem where there wasn’t one.” He smiled, triumphant. Nyrnn didn’t quite follow his story, but his feelings were contagious.

      “You’re playing with fire,” Cal’in said quietly.

      “Nonsense. She’s fine. This will work.” He turned to Nyrnn. “Okay, we’re going to try to do this a little differently. Don’t think too much about what I’m asking, just try to go along with it. We’re dealing with memories and talking with someone who is disconnected from reality. We need to… to engage their sense of unreality. Meet them where they are.”

      “Okay,” Nyrnn was confused, but excited to try.

      “Ready?”

      Nyrnn took a few deep breaths, calming her heartbeat. She wiped a bead of perspiration that had formed at her temple. Reaching out, she took Layne’s hand again.

      “Ready.”

      “Okay, go back to the memory you were just in.”

      Nyrnn asked Layne to remember that night. It came faster this time. The feeling of excited anticipation and then fear.

      “Can you stop the memory? Pause it?”

      Nyrnn tried. She asked Layne. The movement slowed. The Shadowed One stood before her, hand reaching up, but unmoving.

      “It’s just before the attack,” Nyrnn said. She felt another bead of perspiration drip down the side of her face.

      “Good. I want you to move it forward until you are in the attack. At the moment when Layne and the Shadow One are connected.”

      Nyrnn moved the story forward. She gritted her teeth as her body flooded with fear and terror. Stopping the memory did not dissipate the emotions. She felt caught. She knew it was just a memory. She knew it was not her memory. But it felt like it was. She fought to keep her mind from connecting it to her memory of her own attack.

      “Have you got it?” Robern asked.

      “Not quite,” Nyrnn managed through gritted teeth. She focused on the darkness beneath the hood. The face she knew was there. A human face, not a monster’s face. A face from a memory. Layne’s memory.

      This is Layne’s memory. This is Layne’s memory. This is Layne’s memory, Nyrnn chanted inside her mind like a mantra. Forcing herself to find stability.

      She smelled mushroom and leek pastry.

      No.

      She heard L’lor’s voice singing a wordless tune.

      No.

      Nyrnn felt her body start to shake.

      In the room she heard chairs moving.

      “Not yet.” Robern’s voice was beside her, then a warm hand grabbed hers. His skin felt like fire, and the heat traveled up her arm and into her chest. It gave her strength even as she felt herself get angry. Angry at her body for failing her in this moment. Angry at the Shadowed One for hurting Layne. The anger gave her energy, and she used it to push away her own memories and return to Layne’s.

      She was facing the Shadowed One. She could feel Layne’s fear, but it paled next to her anger. The Shadowed One’s hand touched Nyrnn on the shoulder, and her vision went dark, and then the white returned. Like in her own memory she found herself surrounded by a cold light. She looked down, and was surprised to see her own hands this time.

      The light was pressing against her, looking for something. She could feel its anger, although she was able to match it with her own. What was she looking for?

      And then she saw it. A glimmer of light in the distance. It was small and yet it stood out against the white. She reached for it and the glimmer came closer, a shard that displayed moving images. And then she was inside the shard.

      She was sitting at a table with a group of men and women, each laughing and talking with one another. They looked happy. There was a feeling of success.

      Then she was in a white room, but half the lights were out. Fear pushed on her chest. She heard screams. A light had fallen on the floor, throwing strange shadows against the walls. A pool of something gathered at its base.

      Nyrnn gasped for breath as a sharp pain began in her temple. She concentrated and described the details of what she saw.

      “Look at that room, Nyrnn,” she heard Robern command. She gritted her teeth, trying to see more, but the images felt slippery now, falling out of her grasp.

      Then the image winked out. The pain disappeared, her anger and fear dissipating. Nyrnn sagged in her chair, releasing Layne’s hand.

      “What did you do?” Robern roared.

      Nyrnn felt Cal’in put the pouch around her neck gently. While all the pain and heaviness had disappeared, her body was exhausted. Sweat had soaked into her shirt and felt cold against her skin. She started to shiver. Robern released his grip on her, and stormed to his feet.

      Nyrnn pulled her knees to her chest, hugging herself.

      “You’re pushing her too far,” Cal’in shot back. Where Robern’s anger was hot and passionate, Cal’in’s was cool and icy.

      “She can take it,” Robern said, waving his arm. “That room… Why are you trying to stop me?”

      Cal’in looked at Nyrnn, noticing the shaking. He removed his coat and wrapped it around her. The material was well worn and soft, and it smelled of paper and leather. “Don’t be paranoid. I want this as much as you do.”

      Robern gestured angrily at the pouch. “I don’t think so.”

      “We are making progress. If we push Nyrnn too far, we create one more victim.” He looked at Nyrnn. “There are already too many victims.”

      The fire of Robern’s anger lowered. Nyrnn thought about how his brother had been killed by the Shadowed Ones. She understood why he was angry. Why he wanted to do something.

      “I’m sorry,” Nyrnn said quietly.

      Robern turned to her, and she saw his eyes soften, his shoulders slump. “Don’t be. You did great. Cal’in’s right, it was time to take a break. Maybe next time,” he smiled at her, the fire in his eyes extinguished.

      “C’mon, Nyrnn,” Cal’in said, his eyes still on Robern, as he helped her to her feet. Her legs felt wobbly. Unsteady. She took a breath. “Can you walk?” His eyes searched hers, full of concern. She tried a step, and her knee buckled.

      “I just need a minute, I think. I’m just tired,” she tried to explain.

      “Here, I’ll help you to your room,” Cal’in offered.

      “I’m fine,” she said, feeling foolish.

      “Take a step.” Cal’in backed off, raising his eyebrows.

      She took a step and faltered.

      Robern made to come forward, but Cal’in raised a hand to stop him.

      “Grab my neck,” he said. Nyrnn did so, and Cal’in picked her up, grunting a little. Nyrnn felt her cheeks redden. She felt ridiculous. Robern went to the door and held it open.

      “Thanks, Nyrnn. We’ll try again. Just rest for now. Get your strength up.” Another weak smile. Cal’in entered the hallway, making for the stairs that led to the second floor. As the door swung shut behind them, Nyrnn said quietly, “You can put me down.”

      “And wreck this dramatic moment.” His laugh was short. Unexpected. Humanizing.

      “You’re straining.” She could tell that this was more physical exertion than Cal’in was used to.

      “Hey, if you can do what you just did, I can do this. It’s the least I can do.”

      As they neared the staircase, Gryff came through. He stopped, looking at Nyrnn in Cal’in’s arms.

      “Are you okay?” His voice was low.

      “I’m fine,” Nyrnn said.

      “What happened?” He turned to Cal’in.

      “Ambition. Desperation. Doesn’t matter. Robern will need you to take Layne back to the room.” Cal’in moved past Gryff and started up the stairs. Nyrnn caught Gryff’s eyes over Cal’in’s shoulder. He watched until Cal’in and Nyrnn turned the corner, the wall blocking him from view.

      Cal’in struggled up the stairs. Finally Nyrnn slid from his grasp, coming to standing. He looked relieved.

      “I’ll be fine. I’ll just sleep it off, really,” she said, as they moved towards her room. At the door she paused, and turned back to face Cal’in. “What’s really going on here?” she asked, feeling uninhibited because of the fatigue.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I know you’re not telling me the whole story. That’s okay, I wanted to come. And you gave me this.” She held up the pouch containing the null stone. “And it gives me hope. It gives me a chance at a life. But I think I could be a lot more useful if I knew what was going on.” She yawned. “Please tell Robern that.” She didn’t wait for a reply, but simply handed back his jacket and headed into her room. She closed the door, snuggled under the blankets, and let the oblivion of sleep take her.
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      A pair of green eyes pushed in from the darkness, and Nyrnn bolted upright in bed. She blinked, her head heavy. The room was dark and cool.

      “You’re awake,” the eyes said, and then they became Tray’s face.

      “Wha-what?” Nyrnn stammered, flustered. “What time is it?” The last thing she remembered was Cal’in walking her to her room after the session with Layne. She noticed a bowl of food sitting on her dresser. How long had she been asleep?

      Tray shook her head, biting her lip, and Nyrnn focused on her friend. Something was wrong. “What is it?”

      “Nord. Something’s happened. I need your help.”

      “What can I do?” Nyrnn asked, as she let Tray pull her out of bed and onto her feet. The summer night air was chill, and Nyrnn grabbed a sweater, pulling it over her head with one arm.

      Tray opened the door slowly, looking both ways. “Good. Do you still have your key?”

      Nyrnn went to the dresser and retrieved it from under her clothes where she had hidden it.

      “Got it.”

      “Great, we’ve got to hurry before he sees us.”

      “Who?”

      “Gryff. He’s been patrolling these hallways like a damn guard dog,” Tray hissed, leading Nyrnn down the hallway and towards the door that led to the other side of the dorm.

      “Why?”

      “Who knows?” Tray said dismissively.

      Despite Tray’s attempts to keep silent, when they turned towards the door they saw Gryff was blocking it. He was standing there silently, arms crossed, an imposing figure.

      “Tray.”

      “Gryff.”

      “What are you doing?”

      Tray clenched her teeth. “I need her. It’s none of your business.”

      “Need her for what?” Gryff didn’t move.

      The two stared at each other. Gryff seemingly unmovable, and yet Tray’s willowy frame was tense. Ready. Looking for a fight.

      “If we just stand here, won’t someone see us?” Nyrnn asked carefully.

      “The rules are there for a reason, Tray,” Gryff said, although he did lower his voice.

      “Rules are not more important than people, Gryff. Rules can be wrong.”

      Gryff winced, the comment landing on an existing injury.

      Tray sighed, some of the anger leaving her eyes. “People aren’t experiments. It’s Nord. He’s in trouble. Come if you want to.”

      “Fine,” Gryff responded, and he moved to the side.

      Tray took Nyrnn’s key and inserted it into the lock. Nyrnn could hear metal scraping, Tray struggling to get the door to open.

      Nyrnn looked at Gryff. “How long was I asleep for?”

      “Just over a day.”

      “Okay.” Nyrnn nodded.

      “Is that… normal?”

      “None of this is normal for me, but yeah, I guess.”

      He grunted in acknowledgement.

      Finally, Tray had the key in correctly, and she whipped the door open and rushed down the hallway. Rhys stuck her head out of her door, a look of relief on her face. She motioned for them to hurry.

      Tray ran into the room. As Nyrnn approached the door and looked inside, she saw Nord rocking on the bed. Tray ran to him, putting her arms around his shoulders. His face was shiny with sweat. There was blood on his forehead. It looked like he had scratched himself with his fingernails. He was muttering something indecipherable in a low groan.

      “I tried. I tried to help him,” Tray said, tears running down her face. “But his thoughts don’t make any sense, and I don’t know how to do anything.” She bit her lip. “I got a little. I think he’s stuck in a memory from his training. You can access memories, right? That’s what you do with the patients?” She looked at Nyrnn, hope in her eyes.

      “I can only do that with the patients.”

      “Please. I would take him to the healers, but you’re right here, and you can help without… without asking any questions.”

      Nyrnn wanted to help, but what could she do? Gryff continued to stand at the door, watching but not interfering. Rhys looked nearly as distressed as Tray. She had some of Nord’s blood smeared on her cheek.

      “Nord, he gets caught in these… like memory traps. He was injured a few years ago, but before he was involved in the special training programs. It’s like his mind… confuses the past and the present. The healers have helped before, but we thought you might be able to do something. Like what you do for the patients,” Rhys explained.

      “I just listen,” Nyrnn said, looking at Nord and feeling her chest constrict.

      “Just try. See what happens,” Rhys suggested, her words careful, her gaze moving from Nord to Nyrnn.

      “I can’t help him.” Nyrnn shook her head.

      Tray’s gaze focused on Nyrnn, her tone sharp. “You can. You’re talking with the patients – you’re in their memories. You are doing that. Please.”

      “I don’t know how,” Nyrnn said, feeling helpless.

      “What do you do when you communicate with the patients?” Rhys asked.

      “I… I just… Robern takes my pouch away. I hold their hand. I listen to their memories.” It sounded so minor when she said it out loud.

      “Got it. Okay, Nyrnn, go sit beside Nord,” Rhys directed. As Nyrnn got close, she could smell the sweat and blood. His eyes were squeezed shut, his muscles taut, as if he was trying to hold himself together. Nyrnn knew nothing about the training the wynn had gone through. What had happened to him?

      “Alright, I need to put all the null stones in the hallway.” Rhys held out her hands. Tray reached into her pocket and pulled out her null stone. Then she pulled out a pouch that looked similar to Nyrnn’s that had been hidden under the folds of Nord’s shirt. She pulled it over his head.

      Rhys turned to Nyrnn. She took a breath, her heart already beating fast. They seemed so certain she could do something, but what? There was no time to think – she had to try. Tray reached out, meeting Nyrnn’s gaze and squeezing her arm. Nyrnn slipped the pouch over her head and handed it to Rhys. Rhys walked the stones into the hallway. Gryff made space but kept his position at the doorway.

      The familiar heaviness descended on her head and shoulders. Nyrnn closed her eyes, breathing slowly, carefully. Her heart had been beating quickly ever since Tray had woken her up. Now it slowed, responding to her breath. This finally pushed the cobwebs from her mind, bringing clarity to her thoughts. Unfortunately, her mind used this clarity to list the reasons she was about to fail. She could only communicate with patients because she shared the same injury the patients had. Even if it was possible to communicate with Nord, she was probably too weak. And if she did, what could she do? What good would seeing the memory do?

      Beneath these fears, Nyrnn had another. What if it worked? She shoved this one aside.

      Nyrnn imagined a ball of white light floating in her chest. This was one of the exercises the healers had taught her as a child to help calm her breathing and fight dizzy spells. She could see the ball hanging in her mind’s eye, bringing light to the dark. As she continued to breathe, she imagined it growing in size, first an egg, then a peach, then larger. Her emotions calmed, her breathing and heart slowed. It was time.

      Nyrnn reached out and laid her hand on Nord’s arm. She closed her eyes.

      “Nord, what is going on?” she asked, repeating the same phrase in her head.

      A moment passed, then another.

      Nord, please show me, she thought.

      Nyrnn waited.

      And then colours began to swirl against the back of her eyelids. Greys, blacks, whites, blues. The colours became shapes, and the shapes became a memory. Nord’s memory. She looked at her hands and knew they were not hers. She saw she was wearing a dark blue cloak. She was in a room with grey walls. She felt confined and alone and scared. A tall man was there, his features sharp and uncompromising. She was afraid to disobey him, but also afraid to do what he asked. There was another person in the room, a young man, no, boy. His face was round beneath a mop of dark brown curls. The scary man wanted her to do something to this other person.

      Nyrnn started describing what she saw, just like she had for Robern and Cal’in. She tried to pick out relevant details and convey them as best she could. As ever, the memory had a dreamy quality to it. She couldn’t hear what was spoken, but she could feel Nord’s reaction to it.

      “What is that?” She heard Rhys’ voice as if it was in another room.

      “Something during the training?” Tray said between sniffles.

      “He’s being trained to fight,” Gryff said. “They’re asking him to attack another cadet.”

      Both Rhys and Tray gasped. “I didn’t know about that,” Tray stated, her voice quiet.

      “It sounds like he’s younger. This is the test you had to complete to make it to the higher ranks. Whichever cadet acts first will get the spot.” Gryff’s voice was soft and full of regret, and Nyrnn felt her stomach knot in response.

      “What do I do?” Nyrnn asked Nord to pause the memory as she stared at the face of the strange teacher. She could feel Nord’s helplessness. His panic. And underneath that, a desire for something. For what this would allow him to do.

      “Tell him to stop it?” Tray offered, as if scolding Nord was the best option.

      “Can you erase it?” Rhys asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Nyrnn replied.

      “Show him a different memory. Show him one of yours,” Gryff suggested.

      One of mine? Okay. Nyrnn began by visualizing the white light again. She watched it grow and felt herself calm. She imagined it growing large enough to hold Nord as well. Taking a breath, Nyrnn reached into her own memory. Smiling, she saw herself on the front porch of her home in Shimmerview. Hala sat beside her, a blanket was wrapped around the both of them. Her mother and father were nearbyt, sitting side by side, and staring up at the night sky. Lyndia leaned against the railing. The sky lit up with a falling star. Then another one.

      This was just before her mother had left for the last time.

      Nyrnn could smell the warm night air. She could feel the porch beneath her, and Hala at her side. It had been a perfect night. She paused the memory.

      Suddenly she found herself looking at the scene, Nord taking her place beside Hala. He cocked his head, giving her a quizzical look.

      Sorry! she thought to him. I wasn’t sure what would happen.

      He stood up, Hala not reacting. Nord stretched his long frame and looked up at the sky. There was something about him in here, something different. Nyrnn took a second and realized this must be what he had looked like before – the nervous mannerisms were gone and it felt like he was fully present. He stood tall, his shoulders relaxed, a small smile across his face as he met Nyrnn’s gaze.

      You’re stuck in a bad memory. I don’t know how to get you out, she thought, and walked towards him.

      He cupped a hand behind his ear, and then shook his head. He couldn’t hear her.

      Mind racing, she looked around, and saw the bowl of cookies that was sitting beside Lyndia. Nyrnn picked it up, looking at the cookies within. She remembered these cookies. They were cinnamon. Lyndia had been trying out a new recipe and had given them all some to try that night. Nyrnn imagined the cookies as a gift. As help. She held out the bowl to Nord, trying to communicate.

      He took it, uncertainty in his eyes. Then he reached out and touched the side of her face.

      Thank you for sharing. The voice surprised Nyrnn. Minds can be funny sometimes. They don’t always listen. Nyrnn nodded. That’s how she often felt about her body.

      She felt his panic again, slowly growing at the edges, coming closer. He pulled away, and the scene they were in faded.

      She had to do something!

      Nyrnn concentrated. She could feel Nord’s helplessness, his fear. There was something more – Nyrnn struggled to identify it. As she concentrated, the world around her shifted, and she was in her room in Shimmerview, her father explaining that she had been found collapsed outside of the market. That he had organized a search party to find her. As Nyrnn watched the relief play across his face she had felt deeply responsible. She knew she needed to stay in sight. Taking the shortcut had been a mistake. It was her fault.

      Nord felt responsible. His choices had led him here, and now others had to care for him. Nyrnn had felt these feelings most of her life. She could handle them. She reached out and grabbed Nord’s hand that was on her face, and instinctively took these feelings and ran them through her own body. It was as if lightning arced from his body into hers, and then into the ground. The sensation was sharp, painful, but quickly gone, leaving only a dull throbbing in her stomach.

      Then Nyrnn found herself back in the room, sitting on Rhys’ bed.

      “Nord?” Tray’s voice was careful. Then Nyrnn felt the bed shift as Nord wrapped his arms around his sister.

      “You’re okay? Are you okay?” Tray asked him, staring at his face, searching.

      He nodded. Then Nord turned to Nyrnn and put a hand on her arm, giving her a nod before turning back to Tray.

      Nyrnn felt a stabbing pain in the back of her head. She rubbed her hand on the spot, trying to find some relief. She wasn’t sure what had just happened. It had been instinctual. She had just wanted to get the emotion out of Nord. Had she done that? Could she do that? And where had it gone?

      Then the blanket on her shoulders got heavier, and blackness crept into the edge of her vision. She swayed. No, she thought to herself. Not in front of everyone, please.

      “Oh, no, Nyrnn,” Rhys said, getting to her feet.

      “Here.” The pressure disappeared, and the headache vanished as Gryff handed her the pouch. He returned the null stones to the others and then retreated to the doorway.

      “I – I couldn’t change the memory. I tried to take away his panic, I think,” Nyrnn tried to explain. “I don’t know if I helped…”

      “You… took it?” Rhys said, her voice strange.

      “I – maybe? I don’t know.”

      Tray whistled. “That’s advanced. Way to go.”

      The others looked at Tray.

      “What? We’re all thinking the same thing.” She looked at Nyrnn. “You’re a wynn. There. I said it. It’s ridiculous to keep secrets.” Her tone was lighthearted, yet the way she held on to her brother showed her opinion about secrets.

      “I’m not a wynn. I was attacked by a Shadowed One. It… changed me. That’s it,” Nyrnn replied, looking around the room. Rhys looked away, not meeting her gaze. Gryff had come in the room and was leaning against the door, arms crossed. No one spoke.

      Nyrnn shook her head. “I’m not. Robern tried the Awakener rod on me. The Awakeners tried the rod on me when I was a child. It didn’t light up. I’m not a wynn.”

      “And what did you just do for Nord?” Tray asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Nothing, I just…” Nyrnn shrugged, shaking her head.

      “You changed his emotions. Took them away.” Tray waved her hand at Nyrnn. “Those are heart wynn abilities.”

      Nyrnn shook her head. “Heart wynns read emotions, they can tell how you are feeling.”

      “Yes and no,” Rhys spoke up. She was fidgeting with the hem of her top. “Yes, heart wynn can do that. But they can do other things too. As you train, you learn to access hidden emotions, modify emotions, and remove them.”

      “Basically, what you just did. Heart wynn can do a lot more than just read emotions. How do you not know?”

      Nyrnn looked at her hands in her lap. “Awakeners come to check the children every year. If they find a wynn they bring them to Starfall. We don’t learn about what happens after that.”

      “Well, the rods are not always reliable. There are some studies that suggest that the rods are actually attuning a wynn to their powers, so if that has already happened, the rod will not do anything. If a child tests negative, but shows symptoms, they are often watched to make sure they weren’t missed somehow.” Rhys fell into the explanation easily.

      “Symptoms?” Nyrnn thought of Max, Eya’s son, who said the house was talking to him. “Like, hearing voices?”

      “Ha. For me, yeah.” Tray barked out a laugh. “For a heart wynn… basically you’re extra… sensitive to the emotions of others. That’s part of what allows you to read emotions. If you have a null stone, it creates a shield – your sensitivity is shut off. Without the null stone, you have to figure out how to create your own shield. That’s the first thing we learn. If we learn it.” Her eyes flashed darkly.

      Nyrnn thought of the null stones Tray and Nord carried. “You can’t shield?”

      “Not… well. Not reliably. People think being a mind wynn would be so amazing. No one can lie to you. No one can hide anything from you. But really? It’s like having a hundred people yelling in your head all the time and you can’t figure out what thoughts belong to you and which ones don’t.” She grimaced. “But hey, null stones. The mind wynn’s best friend.” She patted her pocket.

      She looked at Nyrnn. “Wait, do you hear voices?”

      “No. I just don’t know what my symptoms could be. I don’t think I have any.”

      She caught movement on Gryff’s face. She looked at him, trying to assess his expression. Would he explain to them she wasn’t a wynn?

      Tray caught the direction of her gaze. She narrowed in on Gryff.

      “Hey, you’ve taken all the classes, you graduated. What are the most common symptoms for a heart wynn?”

      He looked away as if caught. Then shrugged. “Similar to the rest of us, just with a different source. The problem is overwhelm. Without training, your system doesn’t know how to handle the information. Typically…” He looked at Nyrnn, apologetic. “Typically, if exposed to extreme emotions, especially from a group of people, a heart wynn might experience headaches, dizziness, loss of muscle control, and loss of consciousness. If a person were a heart wynn, they may also experience the emotions of others as if they were their own.”

      Nyrnn felt the room closing in around her. She experienced headaches, dizziness, loss of muscle control, and loss of consciousness. She remembered the buzzing in her head at the last assembly she attended, and how, when the chaos had started, she had to leave the room. She recalled other assemblies, other events, when she had fallen unconscious.

      “I was attacked by a Shadowed One,” Nyrnn said slowly.

      “Yes,” Gryff confirmed.

      “But,” Tray pitched in, “what you just did for Nord, that wasn’t because of some Shadowed One attack. That was something else. You’re a heart wynn.”

      “Robern brought me here because I was attacked by a Shadowed One.”

      “Maybe. But he gave you a null stone. I think he figured it out.”

      Nyrnn felt like the floor was dropping away beneath her. Even with the null stone her head hurt, she could feel sweat dripping down her back, and she was tired. This was too much. She felt a warm hand on her shoulder.

      “Nyrnn? Nyrnn, it’s going to be okay.” Rhys’ voice was soft.

      But how could it be okay? She couldn’t be a heart wynn. She couldn’t.

      “I think that’s enough for tonight. She needs to get back.” Gryff’s voice was curt. He sounded like an adult telling kids it was time to go to sleep, but Nyrnn looked at him with gratitude. She needed to get away, to think. She stood and walked to the door, turning to look at her friends, unsure of what to say.

      “Thank you for helping him,” Tray said, her tone serious.

      “I don’t think I did that,” Nyrnn replied, her denial popping up to protect her.

      “C’mon.” Gryff gently laid a hand on her back, encouraging her to move towards the hidden door.

      Nyrnn moved mechanically, her mind feeling stuck in a loop. Heart wynn? She wasn’t a heart wynn. What was a heart wynn? Did she want to be a heart wynn? And then it looped again.

      Gryff opened the door for her and ushered her down the hall to her room. At her door, he stopped. Nyrnn paused, turning to face him.

      She didn’t know what to say. She tried a few times. In the end she settled for, “I don’t understand.”

      He held her gaze. “I know.”

      “Should I ask Robern?”

      He shrugged. “That’s up to you. For tonight, sleep.”

      She nodded and opened the door, crossing into her room. Then she paused, looking back. “I didn’t know you were Gerrin Hayne. I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you.”

      His eyes were soft. “It’s okay. I didn’t want you to know.”

      She gave a small nod and went into her room, pulling the door shut.
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      Osoric sat at his desk, looking at the “broken” null stone. Stone wynn could fix small problems with the stonetych, glitches as they were often called. But sometimes an item was beyond their ability. He wished he understood why. He traced the glyphs along the side with a long finger – their meaning elusive and yet their shapes familiar. His office was small and stark, windowless, with shelves covering three walls, each filled with carefully labeled and organized boxes. He could hear his assistants moving around the outer room, their voices hushed as they looked through research and studied maps.

      In the orderliness, Osoric could think. As a boy he had been destined for priesthood at the Temple of the Three in Draihan. He remembered their teaching – that the true disciple could find peace in the chaos. Every day Osoric had been forced to sit in meditation for hours, his thoughts churning even as he had been directed to think only of peace. Never mind that the Midel Empire had attacked Port Ebru and destroyed half their warships. Never mind that the Trenors were taking children off the street to sell to the highest bidder. Never mind the rumours of mysterious individuals in the outskirts of Draihan who could knock out large groups of wynn. If the disciples could find peace within, then they had achieved their goal.

      While Osoric still shaved his hair short as he had as a disciple, a style unseen in Starfall, he never planned to return to the chaos of Draihan. The residents of Starfall might give him strange looks. They might fear him, exclude him, make sure he never felt at home. That was fine. It was still far better to be here than back there.

      Osoric had his assistants. He had his lab. He had peace and quiet to study the stonetych. That was enough.

      An assistant entered the room. Osoric looked up, a flash of annoyance in his eyes that was quickly replaced with calm.

      “Yes,” he said.

      Byran was one of the caretakers in the lab. He was an acceptable scholar, although over the years Osoric had tried to get him to broaden his understanding – look outside the accepted approaches. But Byran did not have the imagination for it. That was fine. He pulled his weight in other ways.

      “This arrived for you.” He placed an envelope on Osoric’s desk. Osoric knew what this was. He had been expecting it. He placed the null stone beside the letter that had arrived the day before, and picked up the envelope, noting the seal.

      He nodded. “It’s your turn to visit with your family. You should leave before one of the others tries to trade you.”

      Byran nodded. “I just wanted to make sure everything was in place first.”

      “The others will take care of it. Go. I will see you in a week.”

      The man nodded and left the room.

      Osoric ran his finger along the seal – an eye surrounded by the rays of the sun. He found the views of those in Nubrai to be as ridiculous as those in Draihan. Did people really believe gods came down and built this city? With what – a wave of their god-hands? Fairy tales. Yet Vergahn was a good leader, and he was practical. And, whatever Osoric believed, he could not deny the existence of the stonetych. It was tales of these “magical stones” that had prompted him to leave Draihan and eventually led him to Starfall.

      He put down the envelope and instead returned to the opened letter that had accompanied the null stone. It was short, a report more than a letter, that detailed what Robern Haedern had been up to these past few weeks. Robern was a square peg for a round hole, but he was determined. When Robern had worked at the Order, he had claimed that they could combine stonetych with their own technology to address the growing needs of the population of Nubrai. He had been young and passionate, and Osoric had enjoyed his long-winded speeches about what they could achieve.

      However, Osoric thought that Robern’s project was short sighted. Why seek to develop their own technology when they might figure out how to make the stonetych themselves? Of course, such an ambition bordered on being sacrilegious, but Osoric knew it was possible.

      Robern had dropped the project after Tassian, which was a pity.

      Osoric read with interest the description of Robern’s current experiment to recover the memories of the “patients,” as he called them. Using an untrained heart wynn was smart. The Awakeners were careful to identify every wynn and Osoric had heard of the meticulous records they kept of each child tested and the result. It was their reports to the Chosen of the decreasing numbers of wynn that had added pressure to Osoric’s project. Osoric enjoyed the irony that it was the actions of the Shadowed Ones that had created the possibly for this woman’s abilities to go unnoticed.

      The letter said there were issues retrieving information about the actual attacks, and, as yet, this development posed no risks to the project. Osoric wondered what information had been retrieved, and with what reliability, but the letter was short. While his source was reliable, they did not waste words.

      Osoric closed his eyes, thinking through his options. Did he need to act? As he thought through the various people in Starfall – each helping or hindering his project in different ways – he considered their motivations. Their desires. What did they want? What would get them to take the actions that he wanted? This had become an almost daily practice, and he found that it brought great peace where the meditations from his childhood never had. In Starfall each player acted according to their own set of knowable and predictable motivations. When you knew what they were, you could bring order to the chaos.

      Satisfied with the plan he already had in place, Osoric opened his eyes. For now, he would let things unfold as they were.

      He placed the letter in a folder and filed it away. He couldn’t ignore the second letter any longer.

      Osoric retrieved a small knife and cut through the seal. He knew the contents of the letter before he opened it, yet this had been part of the deal.

      The paper had two columns of names. The list on the left was much longer, but he knew it was not as important. The list on the right had grown. A new name added to the bottom: Pynne Riell, five years old. Adding the age was new, and the fact that Vergahn included it said a lot about the waning patience of the Chosen. The girl had been a mistake, an oversight. She didn’t live with the others and they had no way of knowing she would be there.

      Osoric’s eyes ran over the list, taking in each name, as he always did. The list was getting long. What would happen if Vergahn needed a second page to include them all? Would that indicate that Osoric’s time was up?

      If Osoric was making the list, it would include many more names. It would include the names of those killed when the raiders from Draihan were able to exploit a hole in Nubrai’s defences. It would include the names of those on explorer teams that had been killed for their stonetych. Most importantly, it would include the names of all the people of Nubrai who expected the Chosen to keep them safe. Osoric didn’t want anyone to die, but once he mastered the artifact, he knew this list would be forgiven.

      He struck a match, and then held the corner of the list in the fire, watching the flames lick at the paper and then catch. After most of the names had turned to ash, he threw the rest in the garbage. The message was clear: he needed to hurry.

      Osoric rose from his desk and headed into the outer room. Thinking about Robern had given him an idea. Most of the assistants had left for the night, either retreating to their nearby rooms or taking their leave as Byran had. In the corner, Essyn and Jade looked over a map of the mainland, their voices quiet as they debated the different sites. Over the years their opposing views had birthed many promising theories. Osoric nodded to them and walked past the strange relic that sat in the centre of the room. As usual, the sight of it gave him hope. He knew he would master it eventually.

      Across the room he reached another door. This one was made of heavy metal and could be locked from the outside. Tonight it was open, and Osoric walked through it, entering the dark hallway beyond. There were small offices here that had been turned into cells. He could hear shuffling and the odd moan, but nothing more. Thankfully, they were quiet tonight.

      Osoric found one of his assistants sitting on the ground, across from the cells. Predictable, he thought to himself.

      “Come with me. I have an idea. I need to know more about the new wall,” Osoric said. The assistant looked up and then rose to his feet. Osoric glanced in the cell. He could make out the figure inside – a woman, with long blonde hair that was matted in places, blue eyes that didn’t focus. She was sitting on her bed, hugging her knees, and rocking slightly, her black cloak a puddle on the floor. He made a mental note to see if she was getting enough sedation.

      He started towards the door, not looking back to see if he was being followed. “You shouldn’t worry about her – she will be fine in a few days. She couldn’t have saved the girl, that’s not on her. Come on, we have work to do.”
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      Nyrnn awoke late the next morning to the sound of a light knocking. After the events of last night, she had fallen into an exhausted sleep. She vaguely remembered dreams of a dark room and a tall, angular man. The sun was streaming through her window, a new day. She sat up slowly to see Eya’s smiling face peer around the edge of the door.

      “Ah, you’re up. Good. I thought you might join us for breakfast today.”

      Nyrnn looked at Eya. The woman was always around, always caring for them. She ensured they ate, she kept the dorm clean, and she looked after the patients. She must know, mustn’t she? Eya had said many times that Robern was a “great man.” Great because he was lying to her? Or maybe Eya knew nothing. Or maybe Tray was wrong and there was nothing to know.

      “Nyrnn?”

      She blinked. “Sorry – still waking up. I’ll be there in a moment.”

      Eya smiled again, took the bowl of uneaten food from the dresser, and left the room.

      Nyrnn put her face in her hands. Last night Tray had said she was a heart wynn. A wynn. Her. She had spent her life watching the stone wynn work with the harvesters. She knew wynn at the temple. She had always been interested in them, but she did not know any on a personal level. Her condition had always left her so tired that it was nearly impossible to maintain friendships.

      Her condition.

      Or the fact she was a heart wynn?

      No. She was attacked. She remembered it. After the work with Robern and Namiga, she remembered it in great detail. It had happened. And people who were attacked by Shadowed Ones were injured. She knew these things were true.

      Didn’t she?

      Nyrnn pushed her blankets aside and stood up. She opened the dresser and saw the coat Cal’in had brought her at the temple. She hadn’t worn it since returning. The material was wonderful – bright and vibrant. She had tried it on a few times, but each time it had felt wrong. It was beautiful, but she wasn’t that person. She touched the cloth, admiring it again, then pushed it aside to reach her clothes from Shimmerview, comforted by their familiarity.

      Nyrnn exited her room and walked down the hallway to the kitchen. Despite arriving late, Robern and Cal’in were there, half-finished plates in front of them. Nyrnn was surprised to see Gryff had joined them. He stood against the far wall, arms crossed, the same stance he had taken last night. While Robern and Cal’in seemed to be in a heated conversation, there was something about Gryff’s presence that seemed to be another voice in the mix. They paused when she entered, looking at her.

      “Nyrnn! Excellent, we were just talking about you.” Robern’s voice boomed across the room.

      “Let her eat.” Eya pushed past the big man and laid a plate of toast and sausage on the table. She gestured for Nyrnn to sit.

      Nyrnn nodded and took a seat. She could feel all eyes on her. She picked up her fork and began moving the food around on her plate.

      She needed to say something, but what? Should she ask about the null stone? Ask about what Tray had said? About what had happened last night? She looked to Robern, preparing herself to speak, but she didn’t know what to say. What would happen if she asked? What would he say? Would he still want to work with her?

      Her thoughts churned in her head, which was mirrored in her stomach. Eya placed a mug of hot tea in front of her, the steam curling towards the ceiling.

      “Here, dear, you’re looking a little tired.” Nyrnn smiled at her, grateful. She felt tired. She felt confused. She felt helpless. It was like the man from her dream was pushing her, trying to get her attention. Asking her to do something she shouldn’t, while promising revelations if she did. She shook her head, trying to clear it.

      “Look, I think there is more in the records that we need to look at. That needs to be our next step,” Cal’in said, continuing the earlier conversation.

      “We’ve been through them multiple times. What do you think we’re going to find?” Robern sounded tired.

      “We have new information now, thanks to Nyrnn. We need to go back and see if this changes anything. You always taught me to be cautious – to confirm what we have before moving forward.”

      Robern snorted. “There is such a thing as being overly cautious.” Nyrnn heard him come around the table and sit across from her.

      “Nyrnn – that session with Layne – that was intense, right? But it was really helpful. You are helping us to learn a lot about the Shadowed Ones. Do you feel ready to try again?” His voice was light, and he chose his words carefully, as if afraid he might surprise her.

      “I… uh…”

      Gryff cleared his throat. Nyrnn looked up to see him change which arm was on top.

      Robern dropped his head. “Right. Maybe tomorrow? Soon.” He stood up, shoulders set. “Cal’in – go over the old notes. See what you can dig up. I’m going to meet with the Chancellor again. She’s still insisting that we need to return the patients to the infirmary.” Nyrnn felt her stomach lurch, and she struggled to voice her thoughts. As she turned to catch Robern’s attention, he was already leaving, his back disappearing through the door.

      Cal’in looked at Nyrnn, caught her eye, and gave a nod. She remembered him trying to carry her up the stairs. He thought he was helping her. Cal’in picked up his papers and left the kitchen.

      Nyrnn looked back down at her plate and pushed around the food some more.

      She could tell they were trying to protect her. Cal’in and Gryff were both running interference, keeping her from working with the patients today. All her life, people had tried to protect her, keep her from harm. It was a kindness. Wasn’t it?

      She didn’t know what to make of what Tray had said last night, but she had communicated with a patient and learned something about the Shadowed Ones that might help. Yes, it was hard. Yes, she was tired. But she could do it. And what was the downside? If she couldn’t handle it, she would just sleep it off. What did it matter? She had slept for so much of her life already.

      Nyrnn felt tears at the corner of her eyes.

      No. She didn’t want to just sit here. She didn’t need more time.

      She stood, leaving her breakfast untouched, and ran into the hallway to find Robern. She would tell him she was ready.

      She heard the door open behind her and turned to see Gryff following. She stopped, cheeks red.

      “It’s my choice,” she said defensively.

      “Robern will push you until he gets what he wants,” Gryff said in a loud whisper.

      “I want to help,” Nyrnn whispered back. “I want this. For once in my life, I can do something useful.”

      “Just because you can doesn’t mean you should.”

      “What? Yes, because I can, I should. I can stop the Shadowed Ones. Save people. Keep them from ending up like me, like the patients.”

      “Last night—”

      “No. I don’t know what last night means. I was attacked by a Shadowed One. My aunt was attacked. And now I can help stop it from happening to anyone else.”

      “No matter what it does to you?”

      Nyrnn looked away. “You don’t understand. You saved Nubrai. This is my one shot to do something that matters.”

      Gryff’s eyes softened. “This isn’t your only shot. Not if you are careful.”

      “Why does it matter? I go too far and I sleep it off for a few days.”

      “They had to take you to a temple—”

      “Where I slept it off. If that’s the worst that can happen, then it’s not a risk.”

      “That’s not the worst that can happen. You have no idea what you are dealing with. You’re probably still processing Nord’s emotions from last night, right? There is a cost to this.” His voice got louder, clearly frustrated.

      “I’m not,” Nyrnn lied, even as the man from her dream threatened to come forward again. “Tray was wrong. I was attacked.”

      Gryff looked away. Elsewhere in the building, Nyrnn heard a door open and shut. He nodded at her. “You’re just at the beginning of figuring out what you can do, whatever it is. Don’t force it all at once. Just take a day and help Robern tomorrow.” Gryff turned, returning to the kitchen and leaving Nyrnn standing in the hallway.

      Still worked up, Nyrnn went down the stairs to the office and pushed through the door. She didn’t have to listen to him, Gryff didn’t understand. Cal’in looked up from the desk where he had several books open. Robern was not there.

      Nyrnn stared at him for a moment, unsure of what to say.

      “He’s not here,” he said.

      The door. That must be what Gryff had been waiting for – the sound of Robern leaving. She clenched her teeth.

      “But don’t worry, I’m sure Robern will have you back working with the patients tomorrow, as long as the Chancellor isn’t successful in removing them from the dorm.”

      Nyrnn gave Cal’in a curt nod and left. As she walked towards the kitchen, she felt her frustration morph into disappointment. As she passed the patients’ room, she tried to open the door, but it was still locked. Yet another barrier preventing Nyrnn from acting as she should not, at least according to everyone else.

      As she pushed through the door into the kitchen, she saw Eya was still working away, alone. Gryff was gone, having left to do whatever it was he did every day, no longer needing to stall Nyrnn. She sat back down at her plate. The food was now cool to the touch. She took a small bite of the toast. Fatigue from the night before settled onto her shoulders, and Nyrnn thought she might just crawl back into bed for the rest of the day. What else could she do?

      “Lots of excitement this morning,” Eya said conversationally.

      Nyrnn muttered agreement and took another bite.

      “It can be hard sometimes, when you live here, to remember there is a whole world outside as well.” Eya turned to Nyrnn. “I’m going to visit my son today. Would you like to come?”

      Nyrnn perked up, swallowing her bite. She had only left the dorm once, and that was to go to the temple. When she had arrived, the thought of venturing out had been scary – worried that she could collapse at any time. With the null stone, she was no longer as concerned. She looked out the window, and her curiosity grew. What was out there? What might she see? Like light in the darkness, her excitement finally pushed the angular man from her mind.

      “Yes. Please. Thank you,” she said, the words tumbling out.

      “We will still be on campus – so nice and safe. Just a little change of scenery.” Nyrnn could see that Eya was preparing items to put in a basket. “I’m meeting him for lunch. We will eat outside. It’s a lovely day today.”

      Time alone with Eya and her son – this was an opportunity. If she could just learn more about what was going on, what they were keeping from her, maybe that would help. Nyrnn drank her tea, feeling a little more energized as she planned what she would say.

      

      Nyrnn and Eya walked across the lawns. The early afternoon sun shining down on them was bright enough that Nyrnn had to shield her eyes. She managed to only look back at the dorm once. It was sunny, it was safe, and she was with Eya. When looking back at the dorm, it had looked so ordinary in the sunlight. Just a small building in need of some repair. The lawns immediately surrounding it were a bit patchy. Nyrnn wondered if Gryff was in charge of that, the warrior turned maintenance worker. She shook her head, still unable to see Gryff as the oft-celebrated defender of Nubrai.

      Thinking of Gryff brought back their earlier conversation and his attempt to protect her. It wasn’t his fault that he didn’t understand. He saw her as weak. Everyone did. After her trip to the temple, things had changed. Robern was less pushy, Cal’in and Eya more protective. She had broken in front of them, and they didn’t know how to respond.

      In Shimmerview, she would have a bad episode about once a year. It wasn’t a big problem, although she didn’t like it. Just something she dealt with. This was her life, and she was used to it.

      They reached a footpath and walked along it. Up ahead on the right was a collection of tall buildings made from the same grey stone as the dorm. The buildings looked old, but well cared for. She noticed that some of the lower windows were boarded over.

      Nyrnn pointed to them. “Is that one not used?”

      Eya looked at where she was pointing. “That’s the stone wynn tower. They boarded up the lower floors after the attack against the wynn. Most of the boards have been removed now, as the wall is far more effective.”

      “Does Max live there?”

      “He does, but we are meeting him in the grove.” Eya gestured to a group of trees beyond the buildings.

      As Nyrnn walked, she noticed that nearly everyone they passed wore the same cloak, but in different colours. She asked Eya about them. Eya turned, pointing out a few. They represented the different wynn abilities – blue for mind, grey for stone, red for fire, and green for heart. She told Nyrnn that they were called novices. Once they reached the higher levels, they would be awarded a pin they would wear instead. Nyrnn remembered seeing the stone wynn wearing a strange pin back in Shimmerview.

      At the mention of the wynn, questions flooded Nyrnn’s mind. Even though what Tray had said was wrong, the fact she knew so little about the wynn bothered her. Maybe Eya could answer her questions.

      “I haven’t seen any heart wynn. Where are they?”

      Eya gestured in the other direction, towards the city. “They have a tower down by the south wall. There aren’t many heart wynn these days, but those who come here train in that tower.”

      “What do you mean? Shouldn’t there be the same amount of each wynn?”

      Eya shrugged. “That’s up to Tetwynn, I suppose. Stone are the most plentiful, thankfully, since we need them to run most of the city.”

      Nyrnn was thoughtful. “So, the stone help run the stonetych. What do the others do?”

      “Oh, all different things, I suppose. I’m sure you’ve seen them,” Eya answered vaguely. “Did you know the Silver Orb Academy was the first Academy built in Starfall during the Rebuilding? After losing the libraries of Alizia, the Chosen declared that the first thing we needed to rebuild was our knowledge. The Silver Orb started as a collaboration between wynn and archivists, working to recreate what was lost. Later the other Academies were built, and then the Orders, leaving the Silver Orb to focus on wynn training. This place has a lot of history,” Eya said, looking around.

      “That’s amazing,” Nyrnn said. “So, what do the heart wynn do?” she tried again, wanting an answer.

      “We’re here,” Eya said. “I’m excited for you to meet my son.”

      Aptly named, the grove was a grouping of over a dozen trees, each equidistant from one another and well cared for. Nyrnn could see a boy who was edging into adolescence, tapping his foot and looking around. He was wearing a grey cloak and had the same ash-blond hair as his mother.

      “Max!” Eya called out, waving.

      The boy waved back, then he looked around to make sure no one was watching. Noting the coast was clear, a large smile stretched across his face. Eya quickened her pace and soon reached her son. She put down her basket and gave him a warm hug. Witnessing the reunion brought a pain to Nyrnn’s heart, and she made a mental note to write a letter to her family soon.

      “Max, this is Nyrnn. Nyrnn, this is my son Max,” Eya said as she released her son and gestured at Nyrnn.

      “She’s a patient?” Max asked, doubt in his voice. He stared at Nyrnn, and Nyrnn could feel her cheeks warm. Eya must have already told him about her.

      “A special patient,” Eya responded, smiling at Nyrnn. “Come on, I brought us lunch.” Eya took another moment to look at her son, confirming that he was, in fact, healthy and well. Then Eya led them further into the grove and set a blanket on the grass under the trees. As Nyrnn went to sit near Max, Eya waved her to the other side of the blanket.

      “Why don’t you sit here? I want to get a good look at my son.”

      Nyrnn sat where Eya indicated. The woman did, indeed, pick a spot that let her gaze at her son. However, Nyrnn also noted that it kept Max out of the aura of her null stone. Was that a coincidence?

      Eya asked Max how his studies were going. Nyrnn was surprised to learn that wynn training was combined with a more regular curriculum, similar to what she had experienced in Shimmerview. Max told his mother about his friends and teachers, and despite her curiosity, Nyrnn felt her mind wander, enjoying being outdoors.

      The summer wind blew through the leaves of the trees, and Nyrnn relaxed. She had spent most of the last few weeks inside the rooms of the dorm, traveling from office to kitchen to her bedroom. From her seat on the lawn she couldn’t see the dorm, and if she closed her eyes, she could imagine herself back in Shimmerview. Back home, despite her condition, Nyrnn had walked to the Academy, the market, or Shimmerview Fields most days. She missed being able to see the sunlight on the ocean, or watch the wind blowing through the long grasses.

      Eya unpacked the collection of food she had prepared earlier. There was a salad and cold meats, cookies and her lemon loaf. Eya had eventually mastered the coal cook-top, to everyone’s relief. As she was packing the food, Eya had told Nyrnn that she only got to see Max once every week or so. Far less than she would have liked, but far more than most parents who sent their children to the Academy.

      Looking at the lemon loaf, Nyrnn had to smile and think of the thieving wynn. She reached out to take a slice.

      Her movement must have caught Eya’s eye, reminding her that Nyrnn was here. Nyrnn did not begrudge her focus on her son and was reluctant to interrupt.

      “Nyrnn is our newest addition at the dorm,” Eya said, gesturing towards Nyrnn.

      “Have you seen the other patients?” Max asked, eyes wide.

      “Yes,” Nyrnn said slowly, after swallowing her mouthful.

      “Do they… do anything?” he asked with intensity.

      Nyrnn smiled. “They dream, just like you do.”

      Max sat back, taking in that information.

      “I’ve told you, Max, they are people. Just like us. Just a little sick,” Eya said.

      “My friends say they don’t have any souls. They say they escape at night and will crawl into your window and steal your dreams,” Max said in a hushed tone.

      Eya tsked.

      “They are still in there – they just can’t communicate anymore,” Nyrnn clarified.

      “They don’t come after you?”

      “I don’t think they can go anywhere on their own – they need us to help them. That’s what your mother does.”

      Eya gave Nyrnn a grateful look.

      “How is your training going? Is it hard?” Nyrnn asked, changing the subject, seeing this as an opportunity to learn more.

      Max wrinkled his nose. “I don’t think my teacher likes me very much.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “I failed the flame test.” He looked down. “It was so boring, though! Staring at a flame? It’s awful.”

      “Sounds boring,” Nyrnn agreed. “Do you have to do that a lot?”

      “But why,” Eya cut in, “is she making you do it?”

      Max mumbled.

      “What was that?” Eya prodded. Clearly, this was an old conversation between them.

      “She says I’m not good at focusing.”

      “I know little about wynn. Can you tell me why that’s important?” Nyrnn asked, keeping her tone light so as not to seem too interested.

      Max gave her a look like the answer was obvious. “If you don’t focus, then you just sense everything. If you are sensing everything, you are sensing nothing.” The last sounded like an oft-repeated reminder.

      “So you need to learn to focus on just the one thing?” Nyrnn prodded.

      “Yes. They won’t let me train with the stonetych until I can. I want to drive a sled.”

      Eya broke in, “But without focus, you’ll end up driving right into the side of the wall. You need to listen to your teacher, right?”

      Max nodded.

      “So, do you have any way to turn off your abilities? Like when you need a break?” Nyrnn asked, feeling the weight of her own null stone heavy against her neck. She concentrated on keeping her facial expression blank.

      “I mastered shielding ages ago,” he said, pride in his voice.

      “What’s shielding?” Nyrnn asked, noting that her friends had said something similar last night.

      “Shielding?” He looked at her strangely. He reached out an arm as if to point at her. At the pouch. But Eya grabbed his hand, quickly changing her grip from controlling to comforting.

      “Nyrnn doesn’t want to hear about that. Tell me about your other teachers. How have all your classes been going? Have you learned the history of Nubrai yet? Your history teacher talked to me about your paper.”

      Nyrnn bit her lip. It was clear Eya knew about the null stone. She was deliberately keeping information from her. Nyrnn considered confronting her, forcing the issue. Then she looked at them, mother and son, enjoying the afternoon sun together, and Nyrnn felt her fatigue return.

      No. It wasn’t Eya she needed answers from.

      Nyrnn let her mind wander again, enjoying the sound of their easy conversation and the wind moving in the leaves above. She lay back, looking up at the sky. She had time to figure this out. She let go of her confusion, and out here, in the grove, she allowed herself to imagine what it might have been like to grow up as a wynn.
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      A siren wailed in the night. The sound was deep, moving from loud to quiet to loud again. The noise entered Nyrnn’s dreams, pulling her from sleep and into her dark room. She bolted upright, blankets spilling to the floor. Something was wrong. A red light flashed outside her window.

      She remembered Robern’s description of the warning lights.

      Shadowed Ones.

      Here.

      Nyrnn’s stomach clenched, fear constricting her chest. A cold sweat broke out on her brow.

      What should she do?

      Were they here?

      Were they in the building?

      Nyrnn couldn’t move, wanting to both bolt and hide, indecision leaving her glued to her bed. She could feel her breathing speeding up, as if to match the frantic pace of her heart.

      Something banged on her door, and Nyrnn cowed against the far wall, the memory from so long ago replaying in her mind.

      The door opened, and a figure stepped out of the dark hallway into her room.

      “Nyrnn?”

      She sighed in relief at Robern’s voice.

      “Everything is fine. Stay in here and lock the door.” He paused. “Nyrnn?”

      “Are they here?” she whispered.

      Robern looked down the hallway and then took a step into the room. “Maybe. That light,” he nodded towards the window, “it means they suspect Shadowed Ones are on the Academy grounds. This is a big place, and it’s unlikely they would come here. And even if they do, they won’t be able to get in. You’re safe. It’s just good to be… cautious.”

      She could hear voices outside, orders being barked, people responding.

      “Can you lock the door after me?”

      Nyrnn tried to move. At first, her body refused to respond. Then she took a breath and pushed herself up.

      Robern gave her a nod and exited back into the hallway.

      Nyrnn crossed to the door and locked it. She tested the lock. It seemed sturdy enough. Glancing at her desk, she pulled at it until it was also against the door. Then she placed the chair on top of it.

      Looking back at the rest of her room, her eyes were drawn to the large window. Yes, she was on the second floor, but was that good enough? She had essentially barricaded herself in as much as anyone else out. What if they came in the window?

      In her imagination, she saw a cloaked figure approaching the wall beneath her window, and then crawling, like an insect, up the side.

      No. No, that couldn’t happen. Could it?

      Nyrnn went to the window, and peeked outside while trying to hide herself from view. In Shimmerview, people told stories of the Shadowed Ones, claiming they were mindless monsters, attacking anyone in their path. What she had seen in Layne’s memory had been different. The Shadowed One had seemed deliberate, a hunter stalking its prey. Far more frightening than the stories.

      In the distance, Nyrnn could make out groups of people crossing the lawns, lamps held aloft, their light struggling to break through the darkness. She couldn’t imagine being on the grounds, knowing there were Shadowed Ones around. She couldn’t imagine moving towards a Shadowed One on purpose. Nyrnn shivered.

      Movement at the corner of the dorm caught her eye, a shadow sliding across the garden she had tended. Nyrnn’s heart pounded louder in her chest, her fingers gripping the sill until they turned white. The figure emerged from the blackness, their dark cloak hiding their face. The fabric flowed over the small plants, footsteps careful and smooth. A moment later, they disappeared around a corner.

      Nyrnn remained huddled at the window, searching the night, unable to look away.

      

      Robern returned a few hours later, knocking while calling out her name. Nyrnn pulled herself from the ground and carefully removed the furniture she had used as a barricade. Opening the door slowly, Nyrnn was relieved to see Robern’s tired face. He told her the Shadowed Ones had been chased off campus and through the hole in the wall they must have entered through. Scratching at his stubble, he assured her that the threat was over and they were fine.

      Nyrnn nodded, feeling tired as her anxiety faded. Robern pointed to the furniture and offered to help Nyrnn return the items to where they belonged. He lifted the desk easily, his large frame strange in her small space. Then he left, again repeating that they were safe. Alone, Nyrnn pulled the chair to her door and wedged it under the handle. She returned to her bed, wrapping herself in her blankets, trying unsuccessfully to fall asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Nyrnn dragged herself to breakfast the next morning, exhausted from the night’s events. When she entered the kitchen, it was clear she was not the only one who hadn’t slept. Robern had his morning tea in hand, as he looked out the window, his breakfast untouched on the table. Cal’in’s skin had a greyish tone, looking like he had gotten even less sleep than Nyrnn. Even Eya’s usually joyful energy was muted, her movement slow and laboured as she laid out food for them all. Nyrnn poured herself a cup of tea and then slid into her usual chair.

      “Eat something,” Eya said quietly to Nyrnn, laying a comforting hand on her shoulder. “You’re safe.”

      Robern turned around and looked at Nyrnn. “Right. Nyrnn! So that was your first Shadowed One attack? I mean, apart from before.” Even the boom in his voice seemed diluted.

      Nyrnn nodded.

      “You did really well. Good job.” He fumbled for words.

      “Robern,” Eya scolded.

      “Ah, are you okay?” he asked.

      “Does that happen a lot?”

      “No, not really. A few times. That’s why we have the sirens, you see. To let us know.”

      “And what happened to… them?” Nyrnn asked.

      “Security scared them off. They tried to capture them, but it’s hard. It’s nearly impossible to get close without being attacked. But they have a system where they can sort of – herd them – in a direction. Once they are back in the city, the guard takes care of them.”

      “What does the guard do?”

      “Last night, not much,” he humphed. “Sometimes they capture them. The ones that are captured always end up disappearing into some guard cell somewhere.”

      “What are they?” Nyrnn asked. Seeing the Shadowed One last night, watching its liquid movements, it had seemed more nightmare than person.

      Robern made a dismissive gesture with his hand.

      “They are people. Something has happened to them,” Cal’in said, his voice dry. “Something done to them.”

      The long cloak with the hood had masked the identity of the Shadowed One in Nyrnn’s own memories and those of Layne. It was a strange piece of clothing, now that Nyrnn thought about it, the perfect thing to wear to avoid detection. Why were they wearing them? Did the Shadowed One choose it, or did someone else? She turned towards Robern, but she forgot her next question as Gryff pushed through the door. He looked the same as always, face impassive, no sign that he had suffered a sleepless night.

      “What did you find out?” Robern asked, walking towards him.

      “There were four. They came in through a hole in the wall near the east gate. It’s been patched now, and security set up to ensure it doesn’t happen again.”

      Robern nodded. “And…?”

      “Around the first floor of the dorm. They didn’t try too hard to get in, though, whatever that means.”

      Nyrnn shivered, recalling the Shadowed One she saw last night. “Would they be able to get in?”

      “No. They don’t seem to be able to get through closed doors and windows.” Robern nodded to dismiss Gryff, who then left the room.

      Eya walked up to Robern, taking his now empty mug. “You have your meeting,” she reminded him.

      “Right. Hopefully, this won’t cause a problem for our plans.” He ran a hand through his hair, and then nodded to Nyrnn and left, clearly focused on the next task.

      Cal’in finished his meal, and with a nod, stood up and left the room.

      Silence filled the space. Everyone was just returning to what they normally did, as if the attack had not happened. But Nyrnn’s mind was still spinning, trying to process it. Then she started, a thought popping into her head.

      “Is Max okay?”

      “Yes, thanks for asking. He talked with Gryff this morning. No one was hurt.”

      Nyrnn nodded, feeling her heart slow.

      “Eya… why would the attack cause a problem? For Robern?” Nyrnn asked. She felt her cheeks grow warm, embarrassed at how little she understood. These meetings with the Chancellor seemed important, and Robern had mentioned the possibility of the patients being sent to the infirmaries.

      Eya took a seat across from Nyrnn. “I’m serious, you need to eat.” Nyrnn put down the tea and picked up some toast to nibble on. “The Chancellor has been arguing that Robern cannot keep the patients here any longer. The attack last night – that won’t help his case. She will say it’s too dangerous.”

      Oh. Nyrnn thought. Oh, no.

      If the patients left, then Nyrnn couldn’t help anymore. This was the one thing she could do. She put the toast down, already forgotten.

      “Is there anything we can do to help?”

      Eya smiled. “This one is up to Robern, I’m afraid. He must make the argument as best he can. He’s good at this. Now eat.” She stood up and moved to the far side of the room, collecting the empty dishes from the others.

      Nyrnn sat, playing with her food, feeling lost.
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        * * *

      

      Nyrnn stared at the key in her hand. She felt a strange combination of thrill and guilt at the sight of it. This wasn’t like her. She didn’t do things like this. And yet, she needed to do something. Until last night she had seen Robern’s search for information about the Shadowed Ones as academic in nature – uncovering information and doing research into past events. Even knowing that there had been patients in the temple with her had not made the Shadowed Ones seem like a present threat.

      Now every time Nyrnn closed her eyes, she would see the form outside her window, slinking along the wall. There was not a lot Nyrnn could do, but she wouldn’t be kept from doing something because Robern was afraid she would be hurt.

      The key belonged to Eya. Nyrnn had taken it while helping the woman clean up the morning dishes. It had been easy, the keys just sitting on the table as Eya told Nyrnn a story about when Max had been a toddler and had believed he was a dog. Nyrnn laughed when Eya paused, always keeping her eyes on the key ring. And then she had taken it. So easy, just letting it fall into her pocket.

      She didn’t plan to act right away, still exhausted from the night before. But then Robern had returned from his meeting, and his grave expression made it clear it had not gone well. They had removed some of the patients that afternoon. How much time did they have until they were all gone? How much time until Nyrnn could no longer do the one thing she could to help?

      She knew the others would try to stop her. She had to act quickly.

      Nyrnn took a breath and opened the door. The room looked much as it had before; however, four beds were now empty. The sheets had been folded and placed neatly on top, as if waiting for a new occupant. Her palms sweating, Nyrnn locked the door behind her.

      She walked to Harsho’s bed. They were in a corner of the room. She figured it might help if she was farther away from the others. She still didn’t understand how this worked, how she communicated with the patients, but proximity seemed important. Nyrnn set the stool beside Harsho, wiped her palms on her pants, and removed the pouch. Then she walked to the far side of the room and placed it on the ground. She stood and walked back to Harsho.

      At first, all she noticed was the familiar heaviness in her mind. An invisible weight that followed her whenever she was not using the null stone. As she passed the other patients, she felt a buzzing in her mind. It was almost as if she could hear voices, and yet the noises never became words. She kept walking. A small pinprick of pain began at her temple. She ignored it and took a seat beside Harsho.

      They were sitting up, looking ahead at both something and nothing, stuck in the forever dream of the echo. Nyrnn gently took their hand in her own. She counted her breaths, in and out, calming her racing heart.

      She could do this.

      She closed her eyes.

      At first she saw nothing but the darkness of the back of her own eyelids. Then the colours began. Swirls of blue and yellow and red. The colours became images, and she was back in Harsho’s hometown. She could see the grey ocean in front of her and hear the wind blowing. She felt safe and free and wanted. Through the work with Robern, Nyrnn knew that Harsho had come to Starfall to learn shipbuilding. Their plan had been to return to their village, able to construct new fishing vessels and repair any that had been broken. When Nyrnn explored their memories, she also felt something more. A longing to be out on the open sea. To explore.

      In her head she directed Harsho to recall the time they were living in Starfall, before the attack. The images in front of Nyrnn shifted, the greys and blues of the ocean replaced with the white stone and light of the Shining City. She was in a small room with a window that looked out at a fountain in a shared courtyard. She was watching the people as they collected water to bring back to their homes. One person in the line, a young woman, caught Nyrnn’s eyes. She felt hope and anxiety and desire fill her heart. Harsho was watching for her. Nyrnn smiled.

      Please. Let me help you. Take me to the attack, Nyrnn asked inside her head. The images did not change at first. This was a happy memory. Nyrnn understood, she would rather stay here as well. Please, she asked again, knowing her time might be short. The image shifted, the bright sunlight and golden hues replaced by those of the inky night. She seemed to be in the same room. Outside, the fountain was deserted, and the sky was dark. No moon, just a smattering of stars.

      She felt excited. She couldn’t sleep, because tomorrow she was going to talk to her. Finally, she was going to do it. The excitement and anxiety had robbed sleep from her, but she wasn’t tired – the morning couldn’t come soon enough. Nyrnn looked down, able to see Harsho’s hands on the windowsill. She could feel her neck crane, trying to see more of the night sky.

      Then she was moving to the door. She slipped outside and towards the fountain. She felt the same mix of anxiety and anticipation she had before stepping onto her first boat – going out into the ocean, away from everything you could count on. Almost everything. She walked around the fountain, looking at the stars. She was filled with comfort at the sight, a guide that ensured she was never lost.

      She saw movement to the left. Nyrnn’s stomach leapt into her throat. A cloaked figure moved in the alleyway, coming towards her. She felt herself backing up towards the house, keeping the figure in her sight. No quick movements. She would be fine. She just needed to slide behind the door to be safe.

      More movement. She turned, seeing a second one coming up fast behind her. Fear filled her body. She tried to scream for help, but nothing came out. White light pierced her mind.

      Sweat dripped down Nyrnn’s face, although it felt far away. She could ignore it.

      She imagined a white light within her chest, glowing, and growing larger. Enveloping her heart, her lungs, her body, and then the room.

      In the white light of Harsho’s memory, she found a moment of peace. A chance to inhale. And for a moment, she thought she had figured it out. She was going to do this.

      Then the image changed.

      The white light was gone. She was no longer by the fountain. Now she was in a large house that was lit by candles. It looked like the end of a party, the outer courtyard littered with dirty wine glasses and plates. Three cloaked figures came in through the back garden. A white light surrounded her.

      It shifted again. She was walking through the streets at night, in a hurry because she was late. Two cloaked figures appeared around a corner. A white light.

      She was in a white room, staring at a strange artifact. A cloaked figure approached, and she felt fear. It reached out to touch her. A white light.

      The images shifted faster, each one infusing Nyrnn with fear and terror as someone was attacked. Her stomach churned and she felt nauseous. She could hear a noise from somewhere – knocking and voices. She gritted her teeth, trying to control the memories.

      As the images passed by, she knew she needed to stop. She could feel herself slipping, the pain in her head increasing every moment. She couldn’t feel her body. She couldn’t open her eyes. The emotions hit her like a wave, drowning her. She gasped, fighting for air.

      Robern was beside her. As she struggled to hold on, she could feel his warm hand on hers.

      “Nyrnn?”

      “I almost have it,” she got out, her chest burning. She felt hope and fear.

      “Gryff,” Robern yelled out, demanding.

      “No.” The reply was regretful and yet unyielding.

      She felt herself falling.

      The images blinked out, the heaviness lifted, and she opened her eyes to see Cal’in holding the pouch beside her. And then she passed out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Voices entered Nyrnn’s consciousness. One voice was light, like butterflies flying around her face, tapping her gently to wakefulness. The other was deep and grounding, a steady foundation. Nyrnn opened her eyes and stared at a familiar vaulted ceiling.

      “You’re awake!” The butterflies formed into words, and Rhys’ face came into view. “See, I told you she would wake up soon.”

      Nyrnn’s mind swam. Why was she here? Again? What had happened?

      Oh, no. She remembered stealing the key and going into the patients’ room. She remembered communicating with Harsho and then everything had gone sideways. Images had folded on top of one another – so many victims, so many attacks. And then she had passed out.

      Nyrnn struggled to sit up. As she changed her orientation, she felt her stomach flip, and she gritted her teeth against the nausea. She felt the pouch against her chest. Someone must have given it back to her.

      “Careful,” Rhys said, watching Nyrnn closely. “You’re not quite all back yet, I don’t think.”

      “I saw something… something… that shouldn’t have happened… I need to talk to Robern,” Nyrnn got out between clenched teeth. She held her head in both hands, willing the room to stop spinning.

      “Can we take her back?” The voice came from Gryff, the large man standing nearby. “The healers don’t seem to be doing anything.”

      “That’s because you scare them,” Rhys replied. “I don’t think she’s ready. I think it will still be a while.”

      Nyrnn ignored them. She tried to pull apart the memories and piece together what she had seen. But as she grasped onto one, it would slip away, melting back into the others. She lay back down, curling on her side. The voices continued, but Nyrnn wasn’t listening. She let herself fall back into the oblivion of sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Nyrnn blinked, finding herself staring at the ceiling of the temple again. She sat up. She needed to tell Robern what she had seen…

      “Nyrnn!” Nyrnn heard Eya’s voice and turned to see the older woman had taken Rhys’ seat. She grabbed Nyrnn’s hand and placed the other on Nyrnn’s forehead. “How are you feeling?” she asked, her tone motherly.

      For Nyrnn, it felt as if no time had passed since she had seen Rhys and Gryff, although she suspected it had been hours, if not longer. Immediately, her mind returned to the night in the patients’ room. Something had gone wrong when she had connected to the patients – she shouldn’t have been overwhelmed like that.

      “I need to talk to Robern—” she started.

      “Shhhh…” Eya looked around and then waved a healer over. “Let’s see how you’re doing.”

      “I stole your keys. I’m sorry…” Nyrnn mumbled. Her head still felt strange, and she had to squint to bring the ward into focus.

      Cal’in came striding across the room with one of the healers. “You’re awake,” he stated.

      Nyrnn opened her mouth to tell Cal’in about what she had seen, but Eya cut her off. “Healer, how is our patient?” she asked. The healer reacted to the authority in Eya’s voice and stood a little taller.

      “Nyrnn, take a deep breath for me,” the healer instructed, holding her wrist. Nyrnn did as she was told. As air entered her lungs, her chest felt sore. The healer nodded. “Nyrnn is recovering. The infection is gone, and she seems to be regaining her strength now.”

      Infection? thought Nyrnn. That was new.

      “I’m okay,” she said. She swung her legs to the side of the bed, her bare feet landing on the floor. “We should get back to the Academy.” As soon as she placed weight on her feet, her knees buckled. Cal’in reached out, catching her arm. She looked up at his face, but his expression was unreadable. She felt warmth creep across her cheeks. He helped her back into bed.

      On the table beside her was a mug of tea, the steam curling over the rim. Cal’in reached into a pocket and removed a small pouch. He tipped it into the tea and mixed it around. “Something to help clear your mind,” he said, handing the mug to her.

      Feeling defeated, Nyrnn accepted it.

      “A few more days?” he asked the healer. They nodded, and Nyrnn’s heart sank. The healer gave another nod to Eya and Cal’in, and then left to check on the other patients.

      “How long have I been here?” Nyrnn asked, afraid of the answer. She smelled the tea. It was earthy and herbal, unlike any tea she had had before. She took a sip, enjoying the feeling of the warm liquid.

      “A few days. Nothing to worry about,” Eya replied, not meeting Nyrnn’s eyes. She looked around. “I’m going to get you another blanket.” The woman stood, ignoring Nyrnn’s protest, and headed off towards the path the healer had taken.

      A few more days of people coming from the dorm to check in on her. This was her fault. She should never have gone into the patients’ room. She had wanted to help speed the project forward – get information about the Shadowed Ones before anyone else was hurt. And instead, they were all taking time away from the Academy to stare at her as she slept.

      Nyrnn looked into the cup. “I’m sorry,” she said to the liquid.

      “Sorry?” Cal’in asked.

      “For… doing that. I’m sorry. But it should have worked.” She took another sip of the strange tea. She felt warmer and a bit fuzzy. Her eyes began to get heavy.

      “It was… reckless. But you didn’t know what was going to happen.” He took the half-finished mug from her as she lay back, snuggling into the pillows. “Sleep. You’ll feel better soon.”

      Nyrnn let go and fell into sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Nyrnn blinked awake, pushing backwards instinctively as she felt someone come towards her. She grabbed the blanket, her heart racing, searching for the threat. Tray stood beside the bed, her hand frozen in mid-air, her expression momentarily shocked. She shook her head and looked over her shoulder.

      “Ha – I knew she was waking.”

      “I don’t think you’re helping,” came an exasperated response.

      Tray poked Nyrnn’s nose, causing her to blink. “See!”

      Nyrnn looked around and saw Gryff leaning against a nearby column. As she caught his eye, his shoulders seemed to relax. He nodded at her.

      Nyrnn felt the pieces come together. Another shift forward in time. She looked to the side of her bed, but there was no sign of the tea Cal’in had given her. How long had it been? She remembered she had wanted to talk to Robern, but the details were fuzzy, buried beneath her time at the temple.

      Tray jumped on the end of her bed. “So, are you coming home yet?” she asked, swinging her lanky legs.

      Nyrnn cringed, remembering her last attempt to leave. “Am I?”

      “Healers say you just need rest and food now. Eya is certain she can provide both better than the temple can. As long as you are ready?” Tray asked.

      Nyrnn took inventory. She felt a little tired, but okay. She wasn’t dizzy, and she didn’t have a headache. She even felt a little hungry. She reached forward and squeezed her friend’s hand in gratitude.

      “I’m ready,” she said, and then swung her legs over the side of the bed.

      “Thank the gods, it was boring watching you sleep,” Tray said, standing beside Nyrnn and letting her use her arm for balance. “Cal’in kept saying we shouldn’t rush you. But then, he is boring, so it makes sense. At least we no longer have to pretend we haven’t met you.” Nyrnn’s legs held this time, and while she felt weak, she did not think she would fall.

      “Tray – how long have I been here?”

      “Uh…” She looked at Gryff, as if unsure what to say.

      “Eight days,” he said.

      “Eight… days…” She felt her mouth go dry. That was far worse than last time. Far worse than any time in her recent past. She was used to a few days here and there.

      “Yeah, you were pretty messed up after your break-in. I – of course – approve of breaking in. We’re all adults. None of the rooms should be off limits to us. But taking on a room of patients on your own, that was… unexpected.” Tray helped Nyrnn into the side room where she changed into street clothes that had been left for her.

      “Taking them on?” Nyrnn asked.

      “I mean, it was brave. It was also a bit stupid. Stupid brave.” Tray shrugged awkwardly.

      “I was just connecting with Harsho. I’ve done it before. That shouldn’t have happened.”

      “Sure, right. But I think maybe it was different this time. You should ask Gryff. He was there.”

      “Tray, just tell me.” Nyrnn looked at her friend.

      Tray sighed. “They moved. The patients moved. I think you connected to all of them.” Nyrnn and Tray left the side room, and Gryff joined them as they walked slowly towards the entrance of the temple.

      “Moved? What do you mean?”

      “When we opened the door, the patients were all standing around you,” Gryff said.

      “They were all touching you,” Tray whispered loudly.

      “I…” Nyrnn didn’t know what to say. Patients could and did move, but only to repeat old habits. They didn’t react to new stimuli. They couldn’t do that, could they?

      And then Nyrnn realized what that must have looked like. She had locked herself into the room. Someone would have alerted the others – probably Eya realizing her keys were missing. And then they had come in to see Nyrnn surrounded by all the patients before she fell to the ground unconscious. Her cheeks burned. She had just wanted to help.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, feeling utterly defeated. “I shouldn’t have tried.”

      They climbed into a waiting sled and started speeding towards the Academy.

      “No. Don’t be sorry,” Tray said, her hands balled into fists. “You should have been taught how to use your abilities. It’s stupid, they know you’re a wynn. If they trained you, you could control it. Figure it out. You keep hurting yourself because it’s this big stupid secret.” Tray’s eyes flashed.

      Nyrnn looked at Gryff, her eyes wide.

      He nodded. “Tray is right.”

      “I’m sure Robern has his reasons,” Nyrnn replied, still unsure if she was a heart wynn. But something about Tray’s argument sounded familiar. When Nyrnn thought about that night, she knew it shouldn’t have happened that way. She had worked with the patients many, many times. Was there something else about her condition and the null stone they hadn’t told her?

      “What you tried to do, that took guts,” Tray said, her voice hard. “Robern doesn’t always do the right thing. He has an agenda – they all do.”

      Nyrnn made a move to protest, but Tray held up her hand. “They’re good people, sure. They want to do good things. I get it. But we’re the ones that get tested and pushed and experimented on.” Tray took a breath. “It’s not okay.” She flopped back onto her seat.

      The sled pulled up to the Academy gate and then glided through, skimming over the stone paths which connected the campus buildings.

      Nyrnn didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know what to think. She had done something she shouldn’t have done. She knew that without the pouch she was weak. She didn’t understand how she communicated with patients or what it could do to her. She felt awful that so many people were having to take time to care for her as she recovered.

      The feelings piled on top of one another, sitting heavily on her shoulders.

      Beneath them all, a small fire burned. Why wasn’t anyone telling her what was going on?
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        * * *

      

      Back at the dorm, Nyrnn sat in the kitchen alone, hot tea in hand, as she looked out the window and across the lawn. Crumbs from the lemon bread Eya had made for her sat forgotten on the plate. Eya had greeted them when they arrived, quickly ushering Nyrnn into the familiar side of the dorm and away from the wynn. Distracted by her thoughts, Nyrnn had let herself be led. Eya had set her up in the kitchen, providing plates of food. Surprised by her own hunger, Nyrnn had dug into the breads and cheeses. Then Eya had left, and Nyrnn’s thoughts wandered as she drank the warm liquid.

      She thought of home. The wheat would be tall now, growing with great speed. Her father would tell Lyndia they needed new harvesters before autumn because the crop was going to be much larger this year. Lyndia would ensure that their father ate, pushing a plate in front of him while he told a wild story about a huge harvest from his youth.

      In her lap was a letter from Lyndia which had arrived shortly after they had rushed Nyrnn to the temple. Eya had handed it to her with the food, saying they hadn’t told her family. “We didn’t want to worry them about nothing,” she had said. It made sense, but Nyrnn also felt strange that those closest to her didn’t know what was going on. That Robern or Eya didn’t tell them. She knew her father would come to the city, her sister would demand that she return. And had this happened a few weeks ago, she would have. Now? She wasn’t sure.

      Eight days in the temple. How many times had she been put in the healing pod? She didn’t want to know.

      Nyrnn grabbed the pouch around her neck, feeling the security of its presence. It was time. She needed to know what was going on. No more lies.

      She rose from the table, taking her empty cup and plate to the counter. She cleaned off the crumbs, taking her time, gathering her nerve. Then she carefully folded the letter and put it in her pocket. She would need to write back to them soon. Tell them about… about something. Not about Shadowed Ones and temple visits. Something else.

      Nyrnn walked down the stairs to the office door. Standing outside the room, she hesitated. Part of her wanted to leave, to retreat and leave this task for another day. She closed her eyes. No. Not this time. She opened the door and walked inside.

      Nyrnn saw Robern pacing at the front of the room, his long legs eating the distance quickly. Cal’in sat behind the desk, sheets of paper before him as he made occasional notes. They both stopped and looked at her when she entered.

      “Nyrnn!” Robern’s booming voice greeted her. “You’re back – that’s fantastic.” He looked at her, as if judging her recovery. Then he smiled. “Do you want to talk about what happened?”

      “Nyrnn needs to rest,” Cal’in admonished the big man. “She has only just returned.”

      “I’m fine…” Nyrnn said quietly, feeling uncertain of how to start.

      “Come, take a seat. Quite an extraordinary thing you did. Dangerous. You shouldn’t have done it, of course. But since you did, what did you see?”

      Nyrnn saw Cal’in retrieve a fresh sheet of paper, pen poised, ready to continue from where they had left off. She didn’t take the offered seat, instead planting her feet and meeting Robern’s gaze.

      “Why did you hide a null stone in this pouch? Why did you lie to me?” The words rushed out. “What am I?”

      The room was silent, and Nyrnn could feel her heart beating quickly in her chest.

      The two men shared a look. Then Cal’in placed a weight on each stack of papers and stood. He walked over to Nyrnn, hesitated for a moment, and then placed a hand on her shoulder. She met his eyes, and he seemed as surprised by his gesture as she was. He left his hand for another moment, and then left the room without a word.

      Robern ran a hand through his hair, then he walked to the desk and leaned against the front edge, facing Nyrnn. He took a breath.

      “I had some suspicions…” he started.

      Nyrnn felt her stomach drop. Some part of her expected him to deny or avoid the conversation. Perhaps he would say he was surprised the null stone was in there. It had all been a mistake. The look on his face made it clear that such denials were not forthcoming. Nyrnn swallowed, bracing herself.

      “Your condition – the symptoms you experience – they are different from the other victims. In Shimmerview, this might not be obvious, but I have detailed records for over a hundred patients. Not one of them has the same symptoms as you.”

      “But then why…?”

      “You were attacked by a Shadowed One, and then you had this condition. It was logical to believe they were connected, that the one caused the other. But what if that wasn’t the cause?”

      “I was attacked. I remember,” Nyrnn said, holding on to this fact that had been central to her life.

      “Yes. I have a theory. It’s a bit – out there. I can’t prove it.” Robern paused. “Would you like to hear it?”

      She nodded slowly, her mind already spinning.

      “I knew about you since the beginning. I had a copy of the official record of your attack. The only thing that was unusual was that you survived – you are the youngest survivor we know about. There was no follow-up with your family since you lived outside of Starfall, but the assumption was that your life was like that of any patient. We figured you were being taken care of by family, and that was that.

      “A year ago, your teacher, Umbynt, contacted me about a student of his. I met him when he was trying to pass the exams to get into the Order, and we’ve stayed in touch over the years. He was looking for an archivist who might help train a student of his with a special condition. When I learned you had been attacked, and yet had completed your studies, I was intrigued. I knew I needed to meet you in case your unusual symptoms could help me unravel the origin of the Shadowed Ones.

      “Around this time, Namiga had reached a roadblock in her efforts to help one of her students. She complained that where she’s from, they identified wynn based on the symptoms they had, rather than by using the Awakener rod. Which is when I first realized your condition looked remarkably similar to the symptoms a heart wynn suffers, especially if untrained.”

      Nyrnn tried to grasp onto the story, but she kept seeing the Shadowed One reach out and grab her aunt’s shoulder. “I don’t understand.”

      “To cut the story short, I believe you are a heart wynn. When your aunt was attacked, you would have just been coming into your abilities. As a child, you reacted, trying to help. Based on your recollection of the event, I think you created a link with her – this caused you to experience the emotional impact of the attack. As a child, with no skill with your abilities, this would have been very hard on your physical body. Basically, it knocked you out for a while. However, after the attack, what you have been experiencing are your heart wynn abilities, not an injury from a Shadowed One.”

      “I was attacked,” Nyrnn said, her mind struggling to accept his story.

      “Were you? A Shadowed One attacks through touch. You remember seeing the Shadowed One touch your aunt, but you do not remember them touching you. You were not attacked. You experienced the attack on your aunt.”

      “It felt so real…”

      “Of course it did. You’ve been in the memories of the patients. Those felt real, yes?”

      She nodded.

      “Since you were not trained, you’ve developed a few interesting habits to help you cope with your abilities, like the breathing exercises you do. Your body has developed some interesting responses as well. When you are overwhelmed, your body shuts down, protecting you from further damage. Like what happened with the patients.”

      “I…” Nyrnn had no words. She saw herself, a young woman, a lucky survivor, living in Shimmerview. She could have a good and quiet life there, helping out her neighbours, resting when she needed to. She would be careful, and her friends and family would make sure she was okay. That had been her life. It was not what she wanted, but she had made peace with it.

      The image shattered, the pieces falling, her identity gone. Instead, all she saw was a blur, a fuzzy outline. Who was she? “I don’t think… no…” she said, shaking her head.

      “We came to Shimmerview to learn more about your unusual condition. But when I saw one of your ‘attacks,’ it was clear that you were a wynn.”

      Nyrnn remembered walking down the hall, collapsing, and Robern helping her. She remembered seeing Namiga sitting close by.

      “Namiga was there… Did she, did she cause the attack?”

      Robern looked away. “She gave you a little push so we could see what would happen.”

      “And then you came in, with the null stone…” Nyrnn squeezed her eyes shut.

      “Yes. Namiga stopped, and you were fine. Then we knew you must have some kind of wynn abilities.”

      “I was tested…”

      “Ah, well. Right.” He wrung his hands. “The test I did was, er, not a real test. I judged it was best that you not believe you were a wynn. The fact that the Awakener rod didn’t light up when you were a child suggests that you had already been awakened.” He shrugged. “Namiga assures me that many of the groups on the mainland have their own practices, and I suspect you were awakened as an infant.”

      “Why?” Nyrnn managed, watching her hands as they curled into fists.

      “Why would they awaken you? I can’t tell you that. The practice here is to wait until at least the age of five. We’ve become so used to our traditions when it comes to the wynn that no one ever questions how we train them. This is actually a fascinating area of inquiry, if you consider the way our practices shape what we believe the wynn can do—”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Nyrnn interrupted him, her cheeks flushing.

      “If we told you the truth, you would have gone to train with the heart wynn and they would have told you what you can and cannot do. The wynn are carefully monitored and controlled. You were drawn to the patients, Nyrnn. In Shimmerview, you told Cal’in that you thought your aunt was still aware. You could tell. You found the shard in their memories from the Shadowed Ones. I don’t know if you have a special connection to the patients, or if all heart wynn could do this, but I do know that none of the heart wynn believe they can do what you do. They can’t communicate with the patients. No one can. Except you.”

      He pushed off the desk, coming to stand in front of her. “It’s a lot to take in, but you are safe here. You’ve always been safe. With your help, we are getting closer to stopping the Shadowed Ones. That’s what you want, right?”

      That wasn’t fair. Of course she wanted to stop them, but so did Robern. He wanted it so much he had been lying to her. But even as she felt her anger rise, she could see the truth in what he was saying. She had been safe as he had been manipulating her. He had lied, but he had done so to try and stop the Shadowed Ones. She felt betrayed, and yet she still believed he would protect her, even if only because she could do something no one else could.

      “I need help,” she said quietly.

      “Yes, of course. We are here to help in whatever way you need. We are going to stop the Shadowed Ones together.”

      “I need help from the other wynn. I need to understand what I am.”

      Robern dropped his head. “Of course. You’ll join Namiga’s group.”

      Nyrnn nodded, and then walked to the door, needing to be anywhere else. As she placed a hand on the handle, Robern spoke up.

      “Did you see anything? When you connected with the patients?”

      Nyrnn turned. She held Robern’s gaze for a moment, feeling lost. Then she left the room.
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      A wynn? Her?

      Nyrnn walked down the hallway, putting space between herself and the office. When Tray had told her she was a wynn, Nyrnn had denied it. Tray was guessing – she had never seen someone with Nyrnn’s condition before. It was much harder to say the same thing about Robern. Everything he had said had sounded true. But she had thought the same thing when he had lied to her.

      When she was a child, she had wanted to be a wynn. All the children did. She had believed that being a wynn meant you had special powers which you could use to help Nubrai. The stone wynn in Shimmerview were respected, integral to the function of the town. Since her attack, Nyrnn had looked at the stone wynn with envy, longing to feel essential in that way.

      How could she be a wynn? She wasn’t powerful. She wasn’t useful. If her condition was because she was a wynn, then she was worse than useless, she was a burden. This wasn’t a blessing from the gods, it was a curse. She could communicate with the patients. That was good. But she had also passed out and had to be taken to the temple. That was bad.

      She stopped at the end of the hall, squeezing her eyes shut. If she wasn’t attacked by a Shadowed One… if she didn’t have a condition, an injury… then she couldn’t be healed.

      This knowledge landed heavy in her stomach. Ever since Robern had come to Shimmerview and he had stopped her episode with his “herbs,” she had hoped there was a cure for her. A way for her a lead a normal life. She would come to Starfall, and help him out, and a few weeks later she would go home with the herb and be able to have the life of her choosing.

      But she wasn’t sick. She wasn’t injured. There was no cure for being a wynn.

      This dorm had been her escape from the monotony of her life in Shimmerview. Now it felt like a cage. It was just another place she was stuck, another limit that she faced. It was a different location, but not a different life. And here everyone had been lying to her.

      Would she have to stay here now? Stay at the Academy until she mastered her abilities?

      Eya came around the corner, laundry piled high in her arms. She smiled, as if to make a lighthearted comment. The words died on her lips as she looked at Nyrnn.

      Robern came through the door behind them. “Look, Nyrnn, I…” He paused, seeing Eya and Nyrnn. Eya shot him a glance, and he stopped.

      “But I…” He stopped again.

      Nyrnn pulled her hand from the wall and continued down the hallway. She didn’t look back. She needed space.

      “Leave her, Robern,” Eya said. A door banged shut as Robern went back into his study.

      Nyrnn paused at the bottom of the stairs. She had been intending to go to her room, but that didn’t feel right. Her eyes landed on the door that led out back.

      Robern had lied to her. Eya had lied to her.

      She didn’t belong here.

      Nyrnn needed answers. She pushed through the door and stepped onto the lawn behind the dorm. As the door closed behind her, Nyrnn stole a glance, expecting to see Eya. She was ready to protest, to insist she needed to be alone. But Eya wasn’t there. Nyrnn was on her own for the first time since she had arrived in Starfall. Heart beating, she walked around the edge of the building and stared at the campus.

      The grounds were nearly empty, with only a few novices walking between the buildings. It was late afternoon, the sun still bright in the sky. Nyrnn wondered if the wynn were all in classes, learning about the wynn, about themselves. She imagined wynn sitting in a classroom together, being told clearly what the wynn were, what they could do, and how they could improve.

      Robern had said that the training would limit her. But how was she not already limited? She had lived her life in fear of having an attack. Her abilities manifested as illness, fatigue, and unconsciousness. With training, she might have been strong and capable.

      Nyrnn began walking towards the centre of campus, her steps fast as she scanned the buildings, searching.

      Eight days in the temple. Eight.

      They had to stop the infection. What was infected? How had that happened? If these were her wynn abilities, why was her body reacting this way? Robern had said it was a defence, a protection. Was this another lie? Or was she somehow hurting herself because she had been a wynn and not known? Was her entire life, all the restrictions, the missed opportunities, the missed life, all of this because she was a wynn?

      Nyrnn clenched her hands and began walking faster, the small stones of the path crunching underfoot. The enormity of the information crashed down on her. Robern, Namiga, Cal’in, Eya – they had all lied to her. But before she had ever arrived at the Academy, someone had misdiagnosed her condition. No patient had her symptoms – why hadn’t anyone questioned the story? Shouldn’t the healers have noticed? Her parents? Her teachers?

      She had been just a child. She had accepted what she was told.

      Nyrnn was breathing hard as she came into sight of the gate that led to the city. She stopped, unsure.

      She had ignored all the signs as well. When Robern had come along with a magic herb, she hadn’t questioned it. When she discovered the null stone, she had not asked him about it, afraid of what he might say. When she had communicated with the patients and then helped Nord – she had just accepted it. And when Tray had told her she was a heart wynn, Nyrnn refused to believe her. These things did not fit with who she thought she was, so she had denied them. But she could not ignore them anymore.

      What was she?

      She looked at the gate. For a moment she thought of walking right up to it and out, escaping into the city.

      Nyrnn shook her head, pushing away the thought, and turned towards her target – the heart wynn tower. Eya had pointed it out to her on the day Nyrnn had met Max. Nyrnn could see a few green-cloaked novices near the building. She watched a group walk along the path towards the entrance, their voices happy. There were older novices walking with a young one. Nyrnn guessed the age to be around six or seven. A new arrival, coming to join the Academy and become a wynn. They reached the building and disappeared inside.

      This was supposed to be her life.

      If she had come here at six, what would have happened? Would she have mastered her wynn abilities and gone on to do something useful for Nubrai? Work in the healing temples? Would she be strong and healthy? Would she travel around Nubrai? Could she have gone to the mainland?

      Even as that dream formed in her mind, Nyrnn knew it came at a cost. She would not have been friends with Hala. She would not be as close to her father, would not have gotten to spend as much time with her mother before her death. All the things she loved about Shimmerview would not have played a large part in this different version of her life. Her life in Shimmerview hadn’t been bad. But had it been her?

      Lost in these thoughts, still staring at the building, Nyrnn heard steps growing closer. Slowly she turned, looking over her shoulder, to see Rhys coming towards her, Gryff further back.

      “Hey,” Rhys panted. “Care for some company?”

      Nyrnn looked again at the tower, shaking her head. “Did Robern send you? Eya?”

      “We wanted to come. You just found out you’re a wynn. That’s a lot.”

      Nyrnn turned back to her friend, and then her eyes went to Gryff as he caught up. “You knew. Everyone knew. Except me.”

      “Tray figured it out first. Namiga just told us Robern was bringing in a new patient for his project. But once Tray said something, it seemed pretty clear.” Rhys shrugged, apologetic. “We weren’t supposed to tell you, to talk to you.”

      “And now? Are you still only telling me what you are supposed to?” Nyrnn had not meant to accuse Rhys, but she just felt so lost. Rhys slumped a little and looked down.

      “We should have gotten involved earlier,” Gryff said, and Nyrnn looked at him, surprised. “We were wrong. It won’t happen again.”

      Nyrnn felt her cheeks warm, and tears threatened at the corner of her eyes. The apology loosed something she had been holding tightly inside of her. She understood why everyone had acted as they had. She was upset that it had taken this long for her to learn the truth, unsure of what to do now that she knew.

      “I don’t know who I am, what I am,” she said quietly, and wiped at her eyes, voicing her fear. “I’ve always just been that weak girl who survived a Shadowed One attack.”

      “We always thought you were that strange woman who denied she was a wynn,” Rhys said, a small smile on her lips.

      “You’re still you. This is just a new way to understand what you can do,” Gryff added. He looked around. Nyrnn noticed that the number of wynn on the paths had increased, and many of them were staring at Gryff. He shifted uncomfortably.

      “Do I belong with them?” Nyrnn asked.

      “Who?” Rhys asked.

      “The heart wynn.”

      “Of course. You can earn your pin and join them.” Rhys nodded.

      Nyrnn looked down at her clothes. She was wearing her loose-fitting grey dress from Shimmerview. She had a null stone in a pouch around her neck. She knew less than those little ones did, and yet she was older than the oldest novices. Again. Again she was behind. What would she have to do this time to catch up?

      “We could go inside, if you like. I’m sure you could talk with some of them?” Rhys said.

      “I’m too late.” Nyrnn shook her head.

      “The dinner bell hasn’t rung yet. I’m sure there are teachers who are still around.”

      “I’m too late to be a heart wynn. I missed my chance.”

      After a pause, Rhys spoke up. “Namiga will help. She’s great at helping wynn. Martyn came to the dorm unable to control any stonetych more complicated than a heat stone, but yesterday he flew a sled around the campus!”

      “Has Namiga helped you?”

      Rhys looked down. “I can hear it – hear the stonetych. It’s quiet, but I’ve always been able to hear it. But I can’t get it to do anything. I’ve read everything in the library about stonetych, I understand it, but something has always been missing for me. Some wynn are just not as powerful as others,” she shrugged, pain clear on her face. “I’m not sure there is anything Namiga can do. But she lets me help with the others. She gave me a place to live when I couldn’t stay with the other stone wynn.”

      Nyrnn was surprised. She knew Rhys had issues with her abilities, but the details had never been made clear to her, and she didn’t want to push. It was clear this topic was difficult for Rhys to speak about, and yet here she was doing it anyway, trying to comfort Nyrnn.

      “Why do you stay?” Nyrnn asked. She knew Rhys was from Littlepoint, another farming village.

      “I’m not much use back home without my abilities. I might still figure them out, figure out what is wrong. Namiga told me to keep trying. Plus, someone has to look out for Tray.” She looked up, smiling at Nyrnn, the pain gone from her face. “Do you want to meet the heart wynn?”

      Nyrnn considered it. But she didn’t know them.

      “I’m not ready yet.” She turned, facing Rhys and Gryff. Her friends. Maybe their stories were different than hers, but they understood what it felt like to not quite fit in. And they had come after her. They cared.

      “I’m going to need your help,” she said.

      Gryff nodded.

      “Of course,” Rhys said. “We’re in this together.”

      Nyrnn felt warmth spread across her chest. “Let’s head back,” she said. They began walking down the path.

      “So… how was it that you didn’t know you were a wynn?” Rhys asked.

      “It’s… complicated,” Nyrnn responded. Then, slowly at first, Nyrnn told Rhys and Gryff how she was born on the mainland where she must have been awakened. She told them about her visit to Starfall when she was six, and the night her aunt was attacked by a Shadowed One. She explained that she must have connected to her aunt in that moment, overloading her mind and emotions and leaving her unconscious. And then she told them how, after the attack, every symptom she suffered was identified as being caused by the Shadowed One.

      It felt good to tell the story. To tell her story. So often it had been told to her. As they arrived at the dorm, she finished, and felt something shift into place. She still had many questions about what she was and what it all meant. But she also felt that here, in this strange place, she had time to explore those questions and figure out where her story went next.

      Nyrnn stopped in front of the building. Steeling herself.

      “What is it?” Rhys asked.

      “I didn’t tell Robern what I saw,” Nyrnn replied.

      “Well… that’s understandable. He lied to you.”

      Nyrnn bit her lip. “I don’t like what he did, I don’t like that he lied. But he found me. Without Robern I would have gone my whole life not knowing what I really am. I am grateful that he brought me here, that I got to meet all of you.” The words came out slowly as she worked through her feelings. It was not just how she saw herself that had to shift, but how she saw Robern as well. When he had come to Shimmerview she had seen him as a hero, riding into town to save her from the life she did not want to lead. The image blurred and reformed. She saw him as a little more worn now, a man intent on finding his brother’s killer. He was not perfect, but he had still saved her.

      “Give yourself some time,” Gryff said. “Robern can wait a few days.”

      Nyrnn nodded. “Alright, I’m ready now,” she said, and led the way into the dorm.
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      The next morning, when Nyrnn entered the kitchen, she found it empty except for Eya. The woman was carefully measuring ingredients into a bowl. She smiled, but her eyes remained cautious.

      “Breakfast is on the table,” she said, nodding towards a plate of breads and cheeses. “Better hurry. Namiga is expecting you today.”

      Nyrnn went to grab at the pouch, but found the spot strangely empty. This morning she had put on the dark trousers Cal’in had brought her at the temple and mixed it with one of her looser tops from Shimmerview. The pants seemed more practical than her loose skirts. With pants she could leave the pouch and slip the null stone into her pocket as she had seen Tray do. She sat at the table, excited and nervous about what this day would bring.

      “Where do I go to meet Namiga?” Nyrnn asked, chewing on a bite of toast.

      “Namiga has an office on the other side of the dorm – the same spot as Robern’s. The doors between the dorms are unlocked now, you are free to go where you wish. You should be able to find it easily.”

      Nyrnn ignored the comment. She knew Eya had been following Robern’s instructions, but she wasn’t ready to talk about the role Eya had played in the deception. Instead, she took a piece of cheese and placed it onto the toast. She looked around.

      “No sausages today?” Nyrnn asked, her plate quickly emptying of food.

      “Would you like… more?” Eya looked at her, eyes bright. “I have some leftovers from yesterday.” She put down the bowl she had been stirring and retrieved some cold meats from the storage. “I have some fruit as well. Would you like some?”

      “I’m fine, really, I just thought if you had some lying around…” Nyrnn blushed.

      Eya came to the table and placed several cold sausages and some sliced apple on Nyrnn’s plate. “It’s good to see you have an appetite.”

      Nyrnn dug into the new items. “I guess I’m just making up for the days in the temple.”

      Eya nodded and headed back to her baking as Nyrnn emptied the plate a second time. Stuffing the last of the toast in her mouth, she stood, bringing the empty dish to the sink.

      Alright. Time to train as a wynn.

      A wynn.

      She still had trouble believing it.

      Nyrnn headed back down the hallway and through the door to the other side. As she passed by the bedrooms, a young boy emerged, pulling the door shut behind him. He had light brown hair that was cut short and styled into spikes. He started at the sight of her, his eyes going wide.

      “Hello?” Nyrnn said cautiously.

      “Hi,” he replied. He leaned forward and touched her arm, then smiled and ran down the hall.

      She felt a tug. It was as if something invisible was pulled from her body. She didn’t move, although it felt as if she, or it, were pulled towards the boy. Suddenly, she felt as if her sleep last night had been poor. The energy she had gained from breakfast seemed to disappear. She took a step, mystified by the feeling.

      What the…

      A moment passed, a warm hand was on her shoulder and her energy returned. She shook her head.

      “Carmen, don’t.” Gryff’s voice materialized from behind as he let his hand drop. The boy – Carmen – shrugged.

      “Whatever,” he said, and then trotted down the hallway and disappeared into the kitchen on this side.

      Nyrnn turned to face Gryff. “What just happened?”

      “He shouldn’t have done that. Carmen’s… learning,” he apologized.

      “Done what?”

      “He… took some of your energy. Carmen’s a fire wynn.” Gryff shrugged.

      “What?”

      “I replaced it.” Gryff looked at his hands, not meeting her gaze. He shook his head. “Just what he took. How do you feel?” He looked up, catching her eyes, searching for the answer.

      “Fine. I’m fine. It felt weird,” she replied.

      He held her gaze for another moment. Finding confirmation, he nodded. “Namiga is downstairs. Um, c’mon,” he said, sliding past her, and then leading the way. His movements were awkward. She followed him, not needing a guide, but unsure of what to say. Ever since Robern locked the patients’ room it had felt like their friendship had faltered. Or maybe it was because she had found out his identity. Maybe she would see more of him now that she was training with Namiga. Gryff opened the door for her and she stepped inside.

      Like Robern’s office, there was a large desk at the one end where Namiga sat. She also had bookshelves, but just to either side of the desk. The shelves held books as well as many other strange items. Nyrnn recognized the Awakening rod. Was that the one Robern had used?

      The rest of the room held a dozen desks set up in rows. Tray and Nord were in the back, Tray raising her eyebrows as Nyrnn entered. Rhys sat in the middle of the room beside a tall man with the same light blond hair as Nyrnn had seen in many of Rhys’ drawings. This must be Martyn. Seeing Nyrnn’s eyes turn to Martyn, Rhys’ cheeks reddened.

      Carmen sat on the far side of the room beside another boy with dark brown hair. The two whispered to each other.

      Namiga cleared her throat, getting the attention of the group. “Nyrnn, take a seat by Tray.” She gestured to the back. Nyrnn walked between the desks and slid down next to her friend.

      “For those of us with the null stones,” Tray whispered loudly.

      “Gryff – if you’re going to lurk, please take a seat,” Namiga instructed the large man. He nodded and moved to the back of the room. However, instead of taking a seat, he leaned up against the back wall, arms crossed, watching.

      Namiga sighed. “Elise returned to the mind wynn last night.”

      “She didn’t tell us?” Rhys asked.

      “It was her decision. You can visit her,” Namiga responded, moving on. Rhys looked hurt.

      “Nyrnn will join us for a while. Some of you have already met her.” Namiga sent a hard look towards Tray and Rhys. “Nyrnn is a heart wynn.” She looked around the room. “Jaal. What’s a heart wynn?”

      The boy sat up straight, surprised. It was clear that Namiga’s authority was respected here.

      “No? Perhaps it’s time to pay attention.”

      Of course, thought Nyrnn. Namiga could read their minds. Probably. Maybe. Actually, Nyrnn didn’t know what Namiga could do. Or any of them. For years they had all been learning about the wynn and their abilities. Nyrnn knew almost nothing.

      “Martyn.” Namiga called on the young man beside Rhys.

      “Heart wynn are sensitive to emotions.”

      “Correct. I know it has been a few years since Randaynn left, but does anyone remember what she had to work on?”

      “Randaynn kept feeling the emotions of those around her and thought they were hers,” Tray spoke up, catching Nyrnn’s eyes.

      “She wanted to be a healer. Her problem was that she kept mimicking the suffering of others, causing herself pain, or taking the suffering of others so that they were fine, but she had to experience it instead.”

      “Did she ever hurt herself?” Nyrnn asked.

      Namiga looked at her. “After the raiders came to Starfall and killed the wynn children, Randaynn volunteered to meet with parents who were scared their children were no longer safe here. She took on too many cases, and her body was unable to process the stress and anxiety. She was found unconscious in her room and was taken to the temple. She didn’t have any acute injuries, so the pods were of little help. Instead, she spent a month there resting and recovering before she could return.”

      “Why did she do it?”

      “To help people,” Namiga said simply. “You, on the other hand, found a way to connect to a room of people and relive their memories of being attacked by Shadowed Ones. You felt their fear and ran it through your own body, feeling it as your own. It damaged your lungs and heart. Thankfully, a healing pod was able to restore you.”

      Nyrnn shook her head, face burning. Her lungs and heart? No one had told her.

      “The healer said you were lucky that we were able to get you to the temple so quickly.”

      “I didn’t know,” she said quietly.

      “No, you didn’t. But now you do. We move forward.” Namiga rose from her desk. “Rhys, you’re going to work with Nyrnn and me today. Martyn – the broken heat stone from the other kitchen is out back. I want you to work with it, see if you can fix it.” She put up her hand. “Remember what you’ve been working on. Patience. You might not be able to fix it, and that’s fine. But you need to figure out if you can or not.”

      She turned to the two boys. “Tray is going to take you both to the fire wynn tower today. You need to catch up on some classes that you’ve missed. Tray will report back to me on whether you listen to your teacher. Make sure you listen. We will talk more about what you can do when you get back tonight.”

      “I’ll watch Nord,” Rhys said to Tray, catching her eye. She nodded.

      “Alright, what are you waiting for?” The students stood up, everyone leaving for their tasks for the day. This felt so different from what Nyrnn had been doing for the last few weeks. No chores with Eya. No time with the patients. It was strange to think this had been happening on the other side of the dorm.

      Nyrnn stood and joined Rhys. Gryff put a hand on Nord’s shoulder and led him to the back of the room to take a seat. Nord stared out the window.

      “Rhys, how is your drawing going?” Namiga asked.

      “Uh. Okay, I think. I’m getting better, but I’m not sure what you want me to do. I don’t think it will help me interact with the stonetych. I was reading Dane Huntynn’s account of stonetych and he theorized that the stone wynn are talking to spirits within the stonetych. So maybe I should try that?”

      “What did I tell you about reading those books?” Namiga said sharply.

      “Not to read them?” Rhys said, her cheeks pink.

      “Your drawing is the key. Keep practicing and you will figure it out.”

      “I don’t understand—”

      “You put the goal before the journey. Draw and see what comes of it. Do not worry about what other people have said.”

      Rhys looked like she was about to say more, but she shut her mouth at the look from Namiga. She nodded.

      “Nyrnn, you’ve had no formal training. In many ways, that’s a good thing. The Academy teaches that Tetwynn blessed the wynn with four gifts – fire, mind, heart, and stone. Each wynn is sensitive to some aspect of the world. Fire are sensitive to energy, mind to thoughts, heart to emotions and stone to stonetych. By being sensitive to these things, a wynn can, over time, learn to control them. However, by being sensitive the wynn can also be controlled by them. You must always respect your abilities and take care of yourself.

      “All wynn use energy to control these things. Fire wynn take and gift energy to those around them, while mind, heart and stone all use their own energy in order to control these things. Further, as a heart wynn, if you take on the emotions of someone else you need to understand that those emotions are alive and they need to go somewhere. When you feel the emotions of others it can wear you out. It can hurt you.”

      The information came flying at Nyrnn, and she tried to understand it. “Why?” she asked.

      “Why?” Namiga stood, grabbing a book from her desk and tossing it to Nyrnn. Nyrnn stood, catching it clumsily. Then Namiga grabbed another and tossed it. Again, Nyrnn caught it. A third book. Nyrnn struggled, trying to hold the three books as she prepared for another.

      “How many books do you think you could catch before you had to drop one?” Namiga asked.

      “I don’t know…”

      “That’s how it works with emotions as well.” Namiga hobbled towards them. “You have your own emotions. You are sensitive to the emotions of others, which means you are experiencing them on some level. They are the books. The more people around you, the heavier the burden. You can’t choose to just drop the emotions, so you have to find other ways to deal with it. One cause of the fatigue you often suffered in Shimmerview was from this.” Namiga settled into a chair, still keeping a distance.

      “I don’t know what people are feeling,” Nyrnn protested.

      “That takes training. You feel the emotions of others. I bet that sometimes you take on the emotions of others. Other times, if there are many emotions and they are mixed, your body responds with headaches, dizziness and fatigue. With time, you can identify them.”

      “Like having a hundred people yelling in your head and you don’t know which thoughts are your own.” Nyrnn repeated the description Tray had given her of being a mind wynn.

      Namiga raised an eyebrow. “Very astute. For you, it would be like having the emotions of a hundred people in your heart, and not knowing which belong to you.”

      “That sounds… awful,” Nyrnn said.

      “It can be. That is why it is important for wynn to be trained. Otherwise you are forced to either live as a hermit, or always have a null stone. You are behind, but you can still train. If you dedicate yourself, you will discover the benefit of being a wynn as well as how to manage the challenges.

      “Today, we are going to try a few things. You have been living with your abilities for years, and you will have developed your own ways of coping. I can show you some others, but don’t underestimate what you have already figured out.”

      Nyrnn nodded slowly.

      “I’m going to take your null stone in a moment. Before I do, you need to calm yourself. You had techniques you used back in Shimmerview?” Namiga raised an eyebrow.

      Nyrnn thought about the breathing and visualizing. She nodded.

      “Give me your null stone, but I will stay here.” Nyrnn retrieved the stone from her pocket. Namiga stepped forward, taking it, her mouth a line. Nyrnn realized that both Namiga and Rhys must also be in the null field.

      “I am going to give you a minute, and then I am going to put this on my desk. You can tell me to stop any time you like. Nothing is going to harm you. Just focus on calming your mind.”

      Nyrnn closed her eyes, breathing slowly. Her hand went to grab for the pouch that was no longer there. She slowly opened her hand, keeping her palm on her heart.

      Namiga moved. At first, nothing happened, as the null field still held around Nyrnn. But then it faded and stopped. Nyrnn could feel its absence. She kept breathing, although she could feel her heart speed up.

      The heaviness descended over her head. The weight of… other people’s emotions? They didn’t feel like anything in particular. But there. Heavy.

      Her breathing came a little quicker.

      “Calm yourself. Remember, you were fine before the null stone.” Namiga’s voice was firm. It felt like it landed in her mind and took root. Nyrnn slowed her breathing back down and opened her eyes.

      “You are fine,” Namiga said. She had left the null stone on her desk and returned.

      “I can feel… something,” Nyrnn said, unsure of how to describe it.

      “Yes. You probably always will. But feeling it does not mean being overwhelmed by it.” Namiga took a seat. “Describe to me what you were feeling when you were in the hallway, coming to see me today.”

      “I’m not sure. What do you mean?”

      “For you, it will be important that you become more aware of your own emotions. If you do not know what you are feeling, you will not know if they are your feelings.”

      She thought back. “I felt… anxious. I didn’t know what was going to happen. And I felt excited that I might learn something new.”

      “Good. How do you feel right now?”

      “Fine?”

      “What emotions are you feeling right now?”

      “Oh.” Nyrnn closed her eyes and took a breath. What was she feeling? What Namiga was saying didn’t make sense to her. But she wanted to learn. Nyrnn opened her eyes. “I’m worried that I might hurt myself. I didn’t know that I had injured my heart and lungs. I’m also… annoyed, a bit. I’m confused. Also, a bit sad, maybe?”

      “Annoyed is me,” Namiga said. “Sorry. Carmen is getting on my last nerve.”

      “I’m annoyed that he… he tried to take my energy. And didn’t care,” Nyrnn said, trying to explain.

      “He what?” Namiga sighed. “What were you feeling when it happened?”

      “Confused, I think. I didn’t understand.”

      “It’s okay to be annoyed with Carmen. Its makes sense you would be. But what you are feeling right now, it’s my annoyance, not yours.” Namiga looked at Rhys. “The worry is yours, I take it?”

      Rhys was apologetic. “Nyrnn has been through a lot these past few days, and I’m just worried that maybe she hasn’t healed completely…”

      “I’m worried I haven’t healed properly,” Nyrnn said, identifying her own emotion.

      “No, you’re not. Or you weren’t. You are feeling Rhys’ emotions.”

      “I-I’m confused,” Nyrnn stammered.

      Namiga pushed herself up again, walking towards the desk. “Often we will feel an emotion, and then our mind will give us an explanation why we feel that way. Sometimes it’s right, and sometimes it’s wrong. You’re going to have to work on this.” Namiga turned towards them, her look thoughtful. “Rhys, what do you think about throwing a farewell party for Martyn, since he’ll be leaving us soon?”

      Nyrnn felt her heart speed up as her cheeks warmed. A nervous excitement entered her belly. As she thought of Martyn, her palms began to sweat. It—

      And then the feelings were gone. Namiga stood beside her with the stone. “How did you feel just now?”

      “Excited and nervous. A little embarrassed, I think.” Nyrnn named the emotions.

      “And now?”

      “Now I feel… nothing. Confused. I don’t know Martyn. I only met him today. We’ve never even spoken.”

      Nyrnn turned to see that Rhys was blushing even harder.

      “Rhys?”

      “That’s how I feel,” she whispered, looking at her hands.

      “When Rhys feels her emotions, you feel them too. In time, you will learn to tell the difference between those that belong to you and those that do not.”

      The feelings had been so strong. Her body had responded to it. Had this been happening her whole life? When Hala was excited to be a teacher, was that why Nyrnn had thought it was exciting? When Lyndia had been annoyed with taking care of Nyrnn, was that why she had felt annoyed at Lyndia? “This has been happening my whole life?” she asked, her mind turning through memories.

      “That’s likely,” Namiga replied. She stood, moving the stone away from Nyrnn.

      “Wait, I need to think,” Nyrnn protested.

      “You can do that later. You need to learn to shield.” And the null stone field lessened and then was gone. The heaviness returned.

      Nyrnn felt embarrassed. No, maybe Rhys felt embarrassed? She could still feel the worry, the annoyance, the sadness as well. Naming the emotions helped. They went from formless weight to something else.

      “Calm yourself,” Namiga instructed. Nyrnn felt more confident. No, Namiga was confident? Nyrnn slipped a bit, her heartbeat accelerating.

      The sadness grew, and then it morphed into fear and helplessness. Then Nyrnn felt her chest restrict with grief and regret.

      These emotions did not belong to her, but what did? “I can’t…” she said, feeling tossed by the waves of emotion.

      “Calm your mind now,” Namiga’s voice cut through. It felt as if it was in her mind and in the room – instructions that must be followed. Nyrnn grabbed at them as if they were a lifeline.

      Calm. Nyrnn closed her eyes and visualized the white light in the centre of her chest. She lifted a hand to her heart, willing it to grow. And then she saw it respond, increasing from the size of an egg to a melon, larger. As it encircled her lungs, she felt the heaviness shift and lessen. Her heart slowed and her breathing calmed.

      It formed a shield.

      She had never thought of it this way. The white light visualization had always helped her when she felt faint and began to see the dark splotches on the edge of her vision. In her mind’s eye, the white light surrounded her, bringing a feeling of peace.

      She opened her eyes. The heaviness was just a heaviness now. A blanket. It was okay. Nyrnn felt… good. She smiled.

      Namiga gave her a curt nod. “Better than expected.”

      “Did I do it?”

      “Were you taught this?” Namiga asked.

      “After a bad attack when I was young, a healer at the temple told me to imagine a white light in my heart. To imagine it was full of peace. I’ve been doing it my whole life.”

      “Curious,” Namiga replied cryptically. “Considering your ‘situation,’ you did remarkably well. Many heart wynn in your position wouldn’t have been able to live in a village. In a house with others. That technique let you live your life.”

      Nyrnn looked at Namiga with surprise. “Do I have to do this visualization all the time?”

      “You need to practice holding your shield. You’ve been doing it unconsciously. Now you need to do it on purpose so that you are able to rely on it. The rest of the time, use the null stone so that you don’t exhaust yourself. For the rest of the day, keep practicing. Rhys can feel her feelings, and you can work on separating her feelings from your own. Rhys – be honest about what you are feeling. That’s the only way Nyrnn is going to learn.”

      Namiga got up. Nyrnn could see the constant up and down of the last hour was difficult for the woman. She strained with the movement.

      “Namiga – what happened when I – when I connected to the patients?” Nyrnn asked. She felt embarrassed now, but she was sure this belonged to her.

      Namiga turned. “I can’t be certain. You are the first that has been able to connect with them. What were you trying to do?”

      “I connected with Harsho. I wanted to see the night they were attacked. Then the patients… they all walked towards me. They touched me.” She said the last bit more quietly.

      Namiga nodded. “Often it is easier to connect through touch. Wynn abilities are affected by proximity. When they came into contact with you, you likely ran their feelings from the attack through your own body. You felt their fear, their terror. Your body protected you by shutting down, but not before doing damage.” Namiga looked down for a moment before meeting Nyrnn’s gaze.

      “I’m sorry we did not tell you sooner. I did not anticipate that you would be able to connect to the patients in that way. Each time you connected with a patient, you got stronger. Connecting to so many at the same time was too much, and it seems that your body will no longer shut down before you are able to do damage to it. You will need to be careful.”

      Namiga moved towards the door. “The sun shines on us. We use its light, its warmth. It brings life to our lands. But if you stare directly at it, you can go blind. There is much good that you will find as you learn about your abilities. You just need to remember that it is important to be careful.”

      “Thank you,” Nyrnn said, meaning it. She felt a lightness, a return of the hope she had felt when first learning of the pouch and what it might mean for her life.

      Namiga nodded and left the room.
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      Nyrnn entered Robern’s office. She had practiced with Rhys for two days, and then with Tray yesterday. It was hard, but as she practiced, Nyrnn began to feel more confident. At one point, Nord had gotten angry about something only he was privy to and he started yelling. Nyrnn had felt his anger deep in her stomach, and her shield had crumbled. She had used the stone then, regaining her calm, and Gryff had taken Nord to another room. She still had a long way to go, but at least now she felt like she could get stronger.

      As she pushed through the door, she saw that Robern and Cal’in were going through their notes, Cal’in at the desk and Robern pacing in front of it. They looked up when she entered.

      She cleared her throat. “I’m ready to talk about what I saw… before.”

      “Are you sure?” Robern asked carefully.

      She knew he had waited for her to come to him, probably at Eya’s insistence. But this was her choice – she wanted to help. It would also be a good opportunity to practice. She nodded.

      She took the null stone out of her pocket and placed it on the arm of a chair. Taking a breath, she walked several feet away from it, feeling the null cloud dissipate and the heaviness descend. When Namiga had returned yesterday, she had said that Nyrnn needed to start “weaning herself off the stone.” Knowing it was close, Nyrnn felt okay. She could handle this.

      She turned to face the men. Robern was an emotional person, loud and energetic, his inner state mirrored in his actions and expression. Even with the null stone, Nyrnn found it was easy to know what he was feeling. But this was different. Now when she looked at him, she felt a tingling at the back of her neck, and her heartbeat sped up. This was not overwhelm – it was excitement. His excitement. She took a breath, visualizing the white sphere, and reminding herself that these feelings did not belong to her.

      “Take a seat,” Robern gestured as he sat on the edge of the desk facing her. Cal’in put the papers they had been reading to the side, retrieving a clean sheet to work with.

      Nyrnn cleared her throat. She had thought through what she wanted to say before coming in this morning, and yet, in the moment, with their eyes on her, she found herself unsure.

      “I started with Harsho. They showed me the night they were attacked. They were in Starfall. Harsho had stepped outside, by a fountain, to look up at the sky. They were really happy.” She said the last part quietly. Parts of the memory felt personal, and she didn’t want to break Harsho’s confidence.

      “Then a Shadowed One came towards them. Harsho was close to their house, close to the door, and they should have been able to make it. They would have, but then another came from behind.”

      “Shadowed Ones were working together?” Robern asked, pointing to the part of the story that had left Nyrnn confused as well.

      She nodded. “The way they moved… it felt…” She searched for the word.

      “Planned? Strategic?” Robern offered.

      “Like they were hunting,” Nyrnn said.

      “I see,” Robern said, and he nodded to himself, as if it this confirmed something.

      Nyrnn took a breath. She had thought about her role here over the past few days. She believed that Robern would stop the Shadowed Ones, and she wanted to help. He needed to let her help.

      “I see a lot when I do this. If I knew more, I might be more helpful.”

      “You are helpful, Nyrnn. You are,” Robern said.

      “Please. Tell me about the Shadowed Ones. What do you know?” She felt surprised. No, Robern felt surprised. Nyrnn felt a tightness across her chest. She scratched at her cheek, suddenly wanting to be away.

      No. Nyrnn wanted to be here. She pushed away the emotions.

      “I’ll grab us some tea,” Cal’in said, rising from his chair. He looked at Robern. “Catch her up. It could help.” His voice was neutral. He left the room.

      “Okay. The first attack was in the eastern district. Three people – Maeve Bynn, Laround Fynsteader and Hyler Yanswain – were attacked on their way home from work that night. Bynn and Fynsteader were killed, and Yanswain was afflicted with the echo condition. Reports were that there had been some kind of accident at work – they all worked in the clothing manufactories where they use chemical dyes. Later, we would link this report to the other attacks. This happened thirteen years ago.”

      Robern listed the names without referencing notes. His tone was even, but his eyes flashed. Nyrnn tensed, feeling a fire in her belly. These people should not have been hurt. She was angry. Then Nyrnn took a breath. No. Robern was angry.

      “The next attack, this time in the west ward, was against five individuals. Three survived in the echo state. They were described as black ghosts that would steal your soul. These stories came with a few eyewitness reports of people wearing dark robes. Some thought they were members of some new dark sect. As scared people talked about the attacks, they named them the Shadowed Ones. The Chosen employed more guards, the attacks stopped for a few months, and people relaxed.”

      Nyrnn’s cheeks burned. Why hadn’t the Chosen done more? Would so many people have been hurt if they had reacted sooner… she shook her head. Robern felt… shame. Nyrnn snuck a glance at the null stone, finding it difficult to navigate Robern’s emotions.

      “Then the Shadowed Ones returned. In the fall of that year, there were ten separate attacks. That’s when your aunt was attacked.” He gestured towards Nyrnn.

      “And Tassian?”

      “Before. He was one of the five attacked in the spring. He was working with the guard, having retired from the Explorers’ Guild after Namiga came to Starfall. He was on duty that night. They found his body beside another, both dead.”

      Nyrnn felt shame, sadness, and anger. The anger was the strongest. A fire of intention that raced through her body. Gasping, she stumbled towards the stone, grasping it in her palm. The heaviness lifted, and the fire disappeared.

      “Are you okay?” Robern asked, confused.

      “Sorry, just needed this.” Nyrnn caught her breath.

      Robern shook his head, as if to clear it. “Anyway, after that, the attacks would come and go. There doesn’t seem to be a pattern to it, although there are often several in a row. Over the years, there has been a slight increase in the number of people attacked. According to our research, over three hundred and fifty people have been attacked by Shadowed Ones. About two-thirds of the people survive in the echo state, most of those living in infirmaries.”

      Nyrnn swallowed. In a place like Starfall that might not seem like many people, but Nyrnn couldn’t help but compare it to the much smaller population of Shimmerview. That would be all the students at the Academy.

      “That night… I connected to all the patients. I saw their memories. In most of them they were attacked by more than one Shadowed One, working together to trap their target. But there is something about them, the way they move. They don’t seem like ordinary people,” she said, seeing them in her memory and struggling to describe their movements.

      Robern nodded. “If they are acting with purpose, they must be acting on behalf of someone else. Someone is behind this. Ever since you arrived at the dorm, the Chancellor has been trying to remove the patients. I’m not sure I believe that is a coincidence, but whether this is her idea or the orchestrations of someone else, I don’t know. Did you see the white room again?”

      Nyrnn closed her eyes, concentrating. “Yes. Just a flash. The lights were on this time. It was the same white walls. I saw something… stonetych, but not like anything I have seen before. It was on a pedestal in the room. Then a Shadowed One came at me, and the memory ended.”

      “Were you in the memory of the Shadowed One, or of a patient?” Robern asked sharply.

      Nyrnn opened her eyes. “I can’t be sure, but I think it was a patient. It’s harder to get into the memory of a Shadowed One.”

      Robern slammed his fist into the desk, startling her. “You should have told me!” His voice was dark, accusing.

      “Is it important? How can I know what to tell you when you were lying to me?” Nyrnn said, even as she shrunk away from him. “Maybe you’re still lying to me.”

      He stepped forward and grabbed her null stone, taking it away from her. She felt the heaviness return, and she began to sweat, feeling anger hot in her stomach.

      “Yes, I lied to you. I’m not lying now. You’re a heart wynn, you can tell.”

      “What?” Confusion battled the anger, and Nyrnn’s pulse accelerated.

      “You can tell if I am lying. Nyrnn, I am going to stop the Shadowed Ones.” His face was hard, his eyes on fire.

      Nyrnn could feel his conviction, certainty, and determination. His emotions matched his words. He was going to stop them, no matter what it took. She nodded her head slowly.

      “Everything I’m doing is for that end. Do you believe me?”

      She nodded again.

      He returned the null stone, and Nyrnn felt the welcome calm of the field envelop her.

      “I won’t lie to you anymore. You have to trust me.”

      Nyrnn took a breath, her heartbeat returning to normal. “Why is it important? About the patient?”

      “Because it means one patient was in that white room – the same white room that the Shadowed Ones remember. That patient could lead us to them. But we don’t know which one, and already the Chancellor has forced me to release most of them.”

      Cal’in re-entered the room, holding a tray with three steaming mugs.

      “You are looking for who created them? Who directs the Shadowed Ones?” Nyrnn asked as Cal’in set the tray on the desk.

      Robern nodded.

      “And,” Cal’in handed Nyrnn a mug, looking where the null stone had been previously, “how to undo what has been done to them. They are human.”

      “Humph. Curing them doesn’t undo the past.”

      “It helps them, though. That’s something,” Cal’in said evenly, holding the larger man’s eyes.

      “They seem… predatory. Maybe they are doing exactly what they want to be doing,” Nyrnn said, her voice quiet. She watched Cal’in, saw him form one hand into a fist.

      “You’ve said yourself that there is something inhuman about their movements. Something must have happened to them,” he said.

      “Our first priority is to stop the attacks,” Robern said.

      Nyrnn nodded. “When I’m searching their memories, what should I look for?”

      “Information about that white room and anything that identifies it or the people you see. You are able to find bits of the memories of the Shadowed Ones. So you can see the attack from the perspective of the victim and then go into the memories of the perpetrator. This will give us the clues we need. We have exhausted our other sources. I’m afraid that you are our only lead right now.”

      They were counting on her. Nyrnn took a sip of tea, cupping her hands around the warmth of the mug. She had wanted to be useful. She thought being useful would make her feel better. But it wasn’t that simple. They needed her. No one else could do what she was doing. The weight of their need was new, and Nyrnn was not sure how she felt about it. But she had to do something if she could. She looked up at Robern. “How many patients are left?”

      He grimaced. “Four. And Bea’s family is coming later today.”

      Nyrnn’s heart warmed for Bea, although she also worried about the disappearing patients.

      “Are you up to another session?” Robern asked gently, the anticipation clear in his eyes.

      “Yes.” Nyrnn nodded.

      “Perfect,” Robern beamed. “Uh, I’ll get Bea.” He strode from the room.

      Nyrnn rubbed her thumb along the side of the null stone, thinking through what she was about to do. The information Robern had shared helped. She understood what she needed to look for. In fact, it seemed like the attack itself – which was the part that still caused Nyrnn to panic – wasn’t that important anymore. She needed to find clues about the identity of those involved.

      She looked up and caught Cal’in watching her. Taking his gaze as concern, Nyrnn said, “I can do this.”

      “I’m sure you can,” Cal’in replied, surprising her. “But what are you doing, Nyrnn? Helping Robern defeat an enemy that killed his brother over a decade ago? Is that worth it?”

      Nyrnn was confused. “They are still killing now.”

      “We can’t change the past. But what do we do now, now that they exist?” Cal’in asked.

      “I don’t understand.”

      Cal’in sighed. “Never mind. I suppose Robern is on this path, with or without you.” He sat back down.

      “What do you want, Cal’in?” Nyrnn asked.

      His glasses reflected the glare from the light, hiding his eyes. He seemed so still. Like a statue. “Nothing. I don’t want anything,” he replied, and then retrieved a piece of paper, readying for the session. Even with the null stone, Nyrnn knew that was a lie.

      For the next few minutes, Nyrnn waited in silence, watching Cal’in, as he ignored her. She considered dropping the null stone and trying to feel what he was feeling. That was something a trained heart wynn could do. But the stone felt stuck in her hand. Could she do that? Would she understand? And then Robern was coming back through the door, Bea in tow.

      “Alright, Nyrnn, we don’t have a lot of time. I’ve sent Eya out to distract the family when they arrive, but we will only be able to keep this up for a short while.” He brought Bea to sit beside her. Nyrnn took her hand. This was the first time she was doing this knowing what she was doing. Well, sort of, anyway.

      Robern held out a hand and Nyrnn placed the null stone in it. He stepped away, and Nyrnn felt the null field dissipate. The familiar heaviness set upon her shoulders. She felt excited, anxious, worried, concerned… She held her hand up towards the two men.

      “Please, could you stand farther away?”

      They looked at each other. Robern went to stand by the window and Cal’in took his papers and set up at a desk at the far end of the room. As they moved, Nyrnn could feel the blanket shift. The emotions lessened. They were there, but much quieter.

      She reached for Bea’s hand and took a deep breath, looking into the woman’s distant eyes.

      Here we go.

      Nyrnn closed her eyes. Hello, Bea. She thought. The colours came, and then the images. This time Nyrnn focused on her objective.

      Take me to the moment you were attacked. Please.

      And Nyrnn saw herself sitting outside on the stoop of a building. She was crying. Her heart was broken, her chest heavy. She had lost something. Someone. The days were so hard alone. But the children needed her, and so she had to stuff it all down. Until it was night, and she could sneak outside. Let it out a little.

      Nyrnn’s heart broke for the despair that Bea had experienced. She wanted to do something to soothe it. To help her.

      No. She had a mission.

      But Bea was suffering.

      She had helped Nord. She could do that, quickly, and then find the Shadowed One. Nyrnn had helped Nord by showing him her own memory. She tried to do this again, but it didn’t work. Bea was too sad. So, Nyrnn reached inside of Bea and searched for the feeling. She found a dark cloud and grabbed onto it, hoping to ground the energy as she had for Nord. It felt large and slippery, but Nyrnn hung on, demanding that it come to her. That it leave Bea.

      It worked. Nyrnn felt Bea’s despair become her despair. It was more than she had anticipated, sinking into her, dragging her down. No matter what she did, it couldn’t bring him back. Someone was gone. Someone important.

      Then the memory moved forward. A dark shadow in the alley across from Bea’s house. Bea saw it and Nyrnn saw it. Something horrible. A nightmare. Bea got up to go inside. Her maternal instincts transforming her own fear into a deep need to protect her children from this. Nyrnn felt hopeless as two more shapes came from nearby, and one reached out to touch Bea’s shoulder.

      Nyrnn felt electric pain in her body, as if lightning had arced from the touch, through her shoulder, and into the ground. The others surrounded her, their cloaks engulfing her. And then she couldn’t see. Everything was white light. I must save my children…

      The light disappeared. Nyrnn found herself on the floor of the office, raw, tears streaming down her face. A cool hand was on her shoulder, a null stone held close to her.

      She peered through her lashes, meeting Cal’in’s eyes as he looked down at her.

      The door opened.

      “I’m sorry, I tried. They want Bea now.” Eya’s voice, soothing against Nyrnn’s sadness. “Nyrnn?”

      “Did you…?” Gryff’s low voice entered the space.

      “She wanted to do it,” Robern said, defensive.

      “Gryff, get her out of here,” Cal’in instructed, lifting Nyrnn to her feet. He placed the stone in her palm and held her gaze, searching. Then he nodded, and Gryff led her from the room.
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      Gryff held Nyrnn’s elbow as he led her towards her room. As they walked, Nyrnn continued to cry for her children. For the children. For Bea’s children. She felt empty. Did Bea’s children survive the attack? Where were they now? How long since she had seen them?

      How long since Bea had seen them?

      Memories and feelings from Bea washed over Nyrnn. They felt like her own. Her body dragged, heavy and burdensome. When they arrived at her door, Nyrnn walked inside and sat on her bed, pulling her knees to her chest, hugging them.

      She expected Gryff to leave – to get one of the others. That’s what he usually did. A silent protector, but the talking, he left that to the others. She was surprised when he grabbed her desk chair and turned it to face the bed, sitting awkwardly in the small room.

      “Bea is so sad,” Nyrnn said, trying to explain.

      Gryff nodded.

      “She doesn’t know what happened to her children. She was already suffering, and then this,” Nyrnn gestured.

      Gryff handed her a towel from the dresser. Nyrnn wiped her face.

      “How… how do you feel right now?” he asked hesitantly.

      “I’m fine,” she said.

      He caught her gaze. “Think about it.”

      Nyrnn did. She was sad, even though she knew it wasn’t her sadness. Of course, she was sad for Bea, for what the woman had been through, but she also felt the loss of the children she had never met. When Cal’in had returned the null stone, the feelings had not disappeared. The heaviness was gone and yet she couldn’t snap herself out of the sorrow. It stuck to her.

      She looked at Gryff. “Just sad. But I should be. It is sad.”

      He learned forward. Nyrnn went to shift back, not sure what he was doing. With an apologetic look, he pressed on her shoulder. She gave a startled cry and moved away from him.

      “I could tell you were favouring it,” he explained.

      “That’s… that’s where the Shadowed One touched Bea.” She held her shoulder protectively.

      “You have to be more careful,” he said, retracting his hand.

      “I’m fine.”

      Their eyes met. She could see the fire in his. She tried to meet it with her own. She could do this. She was just a little sad. But he cut her off.

      “You’re. Not. Fine,” he said, holding her gaze. “You’re hurt. You’re running Bea’s emotions through you, just like you did with Nord. There is a cost, Nyrnn. You need to be careful.” His voice was angry, challenging.

      Nyrnn tried to keep her gaze firm, but her thoughts returned to the loss Bea had suffered and the deep feeling of hopelessness. Fresh tears formed at the edges of her eyes. “I am. I just need to… pull myself together, that’s all. I… it’s fine. Just go,” she said, picking up the towel to catch the tears.

      He got up. Nyrnn held her breath, waiting for him to leave. Give her space so she could figure out what was going on with her.

      Instead, he sat down beside her. “Look, it’s okay. You’re learning. Just… let it run through you.”

      Nyrnn sniffed. “I don’t understand.”

      “You took on Bea’s memories. Her feelings. Now you have to feel them. Just let it happen.”

      Nyrnn still didn’t understand. “It’s just, her children…” she said, the words coming out as a sob.

      Gryff put an arm around her shoulder, awkward.

      Nyrnn leaned into him and cried.

      Eventually, Nyrnn felt the sadness lessening. It was still there, but muted. Spent. It was strange. She knew she didn’t know these children. She knew they were not her children. But it felt like they were.

      “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, pulling away from Gryff. She looked at his shoulder and could see it was wet. Embarrassed, she grabbed the towel and tried to dry it.

      He grabbed her hand. “It’s just water.”

      He let go, and stood up, retaking his seat in the chair across from her.

      “I’m sorry… I’m sorry… for all of it. I know I can do it,” Nyrnn said, wiping the dampness from her face.

      “Don’t be sorry about that.”

      “I’m sorry I got distracted, that’s all. I figured I could help her, you know? And it should have worked…” She started twisting the towel in her hands.

      Gryff grabbed her hands again, stopping her movements. “Stop apologizing.”

      “I can do it, though, I just need to—”

      “Stop.” His voice was exasperated. “I thought it was them. I thought they were pushing you. But it’s you. You’re so desperate to help that you’re going to hurt yourself. Have hurt yourself.”

      “My whole life, everyone has had to help me. Now I can finally help someone else.”

      “Now you need to be protected from yourself.”

      Nyrnn shook her head. He just didn’t get it.

      “For years, you have been picking up the emotions of others. You have been running their emotions through your system. It has made it hard to think, hard to be around other people, hard to pursue your goals, hard to sleep. Hard to know what you feel. Doing this has drained your health.” He wasn’t looking at her as he talked, his eyes focused on the ground. “For fire wynn, it can be tempting to give people energy. Someone is sick or tired. Someone needs a boost. You can help. So you give them a little bit of your energy. You’re fine. But then someone else needs something, and you give to them. And then another. Fire wynn often end up in the temple as you did, depleted.”

      “Did you do that?” Nyrnn asked.

      “For a while. Giving to the point of harming yourself doesn’t help. You need to learn what you can do safely.” He looked at her. “You’ve been pushing yourself since you got here. At first, the null stone was giving you a break to recover, as long as you didn’t know what it was. As soon as you did, you started pushing yourself even harder. All wynn need to know when to push and when to pull back.”

      Nyrnn still felt resistance, and yet the lingering headache and fatigue were hard to argue with. “Is this… normal? Or it is just because I didn’t come here when I was little?”

      “There is no normal, not really. They want us to think there is, but Namiga and Robern are right. I’m not sure the Academy understands much about the wynn.”

      “You said that I’m running Bea’s emotions through my system. What did you mean?”

      “For me, if I take on someone else’s energy, then I also take on a bit of them.”

      She looked at him, confused.

      “Look – Carmen stole some of your energy, because he’s a bit of a dick. So I gave you some of mine to undo it. I did not take any of Carmen’s energy because, if I did, I would take on a bit of Carmen. I would become, for a short time, a little bit like Carmen.”

      “Did I become a little bit like you?”

      Gryff looked away. “Maybe. It was just a little bit. When you connected to Bea, you felt her emotions just as if it had happened to you. It was hard with just Bea, but imagine you connected to ten people who had lost their children? A hundred? Could your body handle that?”

      Nyrnn shuddered. “No. Is that what happened when I connected with Nord?” She told him what she had seen.

      “I’m not an expert on heart wynn. But yes, it sounds similar. I’ve heard that the heart wynn in the temples can do something like that – clear the emotion from a person and ground it. I would be careful, though – the emotion has to go somewhere.

      “Look, I’m not saying don’t help. You just don’t really know what you are doing, and you’re trying so hard… You’re going to end up hurting yourself. Or worse.”

      Nyrnn thought about what he had said.

      “I think what Robern is doing is important,” she said, looking at him.

      “I do too. Just… be careful.”

      “When… when I was in Bea’s memory, I… she… the Shadowed One touched her shoulder.” Nyrnn placed a hand on her own injured shoulder. “And it… it was like… it shot her. It felt like lightning. It felt like…” She struggled to describe it.

      Gryff’s eyes grew dark. “Like lightning?”

      “Do you think the Shadowed Ones could be wynn?” she asked.

      “It was through touch?” he asked, carefully.

      Nyrnn nodded.

      “Yeah. They might be wynn,” he said.

      “Is… Is that what fire wynn can do?” Nyrnn asked.

      “Yeah. Some can,” he said, looking away. “It’s a form of concentrated energy. Feels a lot like lightning when it hits.”

      “Oh.” Nyrnn looked at her hands, unsure of what to say.

      “You said that you were in its mind. Its memories. What was it like?” Gryff asked after a pause.

      Nyrnn thought about it. “It wasn’t like being in the patients’ minds. It was… simple. Just powerful emotions – pain, fear, need, anger. It didn’t feel quite human, or not human anymore,” she said, trying to capture the experience in words.

      “Did it feel like it was being forced? Controlled?”

      “No. More like… like it was being unleashed.”

      They sat in silence for a few minutes.

      “Why?” Nyrnn asked.

      “Mind wynn can force a person to do something that they might not want to do.”

      “They can control minds? We used to joke about that in Shimmerview, but that’s real?”

      He nodded. “They have to be pretty skilled to do it. Usually it doesn’t last for long. A mind wynn can make you take an action or think you are someone you are not.”

      “Like a Shadowed One?”

      “Maybe. Your description of them – something has happened to them. But maybe they are also being controlled.”

      “Wow,” Nyrnn said. Robern’s focus had always been on stopping the Shadowed Ones, and in doing so, he often treated them as an enemy rather than a mystery. What were they? The Shadowed Ones were responsible for the suffering of so many people, but that was only a small part of the story.

      As she talked with Gryff, Nyrnn could feel her pulse slow, her body falling into a comfortable rhythm. She had missed this.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Why are you here, Gryff? I understand the others. But why you?”

      He ran his hand through his hair. “That’s a long story.”

      “You don’t have to tell me.” She blushed. “You’re the hero of Starfall. Shouldn’t you be in a palace somewhere?”

      He laughed, although it sounded forced. “The Chosen made me into a hero. The stories… they are not completely true. Stories never are. They often gloss over the dark bits. When I came back it was hard. Everyone wanted to talk to me about the battle. The Chosen wanted me to tell the people they were safe. But I don’t know if that’s true. I came to the Academy because I didn’t know where else to go. Thankfully, one of my old teachers knew Namiga and she let me come here.”

      “You don’t like being in the null field.” Nyrnn pointed to the fact he had moved back into the chair, notably six feet away.

      “You’re observant,” he said.

      She stared at him.

      “I don’t like it when something tampers with my abilities, even the null stone.”

      “You have these abilities, yet you don’t want to use them. But you also don’t want to not have them. You could work for the guard. You could work with the explorer teams. I… don’t get it.”

      “My abilities are a weapon, and they make me a weapon. I choose not to be used that way.” He caught her eyes, holding her gaze.

      Nyrnn tried to understand. “But you can literally save people. Keep Starfall safe. Why would you choose not to use that… power?”

      “Saving some means destroying others,” he said, looking away. “Hayne the Destroyer. I don’t want to be that person anymore.”

      A siren sounded from far away. Nyrnn moved to her window to look out, her heart in her throat.

      “They’re not here,” Gryff said, coming to stand behind her.

      “I can see the flashing lights.”

      “It’s on the other side of the wall. Our siren, it’s a different pitch. You’ll get used to it after a while. Besides, it’s too early for Shadowed Ones to be in the city. The guard must be testing it.”

      Nyrnn turned back. Gryff stretched and headed for the door. “C’mon, let’s grab something to eat. I’m sure the others will want to know that you’re okay.”

      He opened the door and exited the room.

      Nyrnn went to the door, pausing, feeling unsure.

      Gryff turned. “C’mon. You’ll figure it out. It just takes time.”

      Nyrnn nodded and followed him down the hall.

      

      When Gryff had said that the others would want to know that she was okay, Nyrnn had pictured Robern and Cal’in. When they entered the kitchen, she saw Tray and Nord were going through the cupboards while Rhys chatted with Martyn. Eya was putting dishes on the table. Carmen was even there, chatting with Jaal. Nyrnn smiled to see them.

      “Nyrnn! Are you okay?” Rhys came over, concern on her face.

      “We heard you had a breakdown,” Tray said over her shoulder, as she tried to reach around Eya to get into the cupboard. Nord made a quiet sound that mimicked the sirens they had heard.

      Namiga, Robern and Cal’in entered from the far door. Namiga’s expression was serious, but Robern beamed when he saw Nyrnn.

      Suddenly, Nyrnn felt a sense of belonging in this strange group. She had been here for only a few weeks, and yet she felt connected to everyone (well, almost everyone) in this room. In Shimmerview her circle had been small out of necessity. Hala, as wonderful as she was, was the only real friend Nyrnn had. And here was this strange group of people whom she had gotten to know. Her smile widened.

      “Nyrnn! Namiga has some excellent ideas on how to help you when you delve into the memories next time. We should be able to avoid that happening again,” Robern said.

      “After we do some more training,” Namiga said, cutting off his enthusiasm.

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Tomorrow?” Nyrnn asked, wanting to try again.

      Namiga nodded.

      Eya began placing plates of food on the table. There was a plate of stewed meats, another heaped tall with roasted vegetables. Eya leaned over the table to slice a loaf of freshly baked bread even as Tray placed a dish of butter and another of nut spread on the table.

      “Everyone, take a seat,” Eya directed, gesturing for people to sit down. There was a nervous energy in the air, but also a sense of connection. Nyrnn sat between Tray and Rhys.

      “Tonight we are saying goodbye to Martyn, who has improved his skills to the point where he no longer needs us,” Namiga said, holding her glass in a toast to the young man. Everyone raised a glass. Rhys had made sure she was sitting across from Martyn, and Nyrnn could see her trying to catch his eye. Unsuccessfully.

      “And to Nyrnn. Our newest resident,” Robern said, holding his glass up for a second toast. There was a pause, but then everyone joined in the cheers. Nyrnn felt the weight of his expectations settle on her shoulders. Immediately she started thinking of how she could pull him aside, tell him about her strange injury from the Shadowed One.

      A foot kicked her. She jolted back to the present. Gryff gave her a look.

      She relaxed. That could wait until tomorrow. Nyrnn smiled at the strange group, letting their conversations surround her.
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        * * *

      

      Namiga and Nyrnn were alone in the office on the wynn side of the dorm. Namiga had sent the others away with various tasks, even convincing Gryff to leave. It was the first time Nyrnn had been alone with the older woman, and the intensity of Namiga’s attention left Nyrnn feeling uncertain.

      The null stone lay on the desk. Nyrnn had put up her shield and was finding it easy to hold with just one person in the room. Last night, Nyrnn had talked with Namiga and Robern after dinner, and explained what had happened with Bea. Robern told her that Bea’s husband had worked at the quarry outside Starfall and had been killed in an accident. After the attack, Bea’s children had been taken in by her family and seemed to be doing fine. Nyrnn wanted to tell Bea that – but she had been taken from the dorm and Nyrnn wondered if she would ever see her again.

      “You need to learn how to – safely – engage the emotions of others. The mind wynn have to do something similar. I can share the mind of those around me by thinking what they are thinking. This is similar to you – you feel what they feel. This is good. It means if you can separate yourself from the other person, you know what they are feeling. But it is bad, because if you don’t, you take on what they are feeling. You must be them, and not be them, at the same time.”

      Nyrnn fell into the rhythm of Namiga’s words, but at the end found herself confused. She needed to do what? She shook her head. “Could it help someone to take on their emotions?”

      Namiga gave her a steely look. “That is advanced and risky. Is that what you were doing with Bea?”

      “I wanted to help her.”

      Namiga sighed. “I see. And who is going to help Robern while you are recovering at the temple, huh?” The words cut at Nyrnn. “You want to help, I understand. But you need to be careful too. And remember, sometimes people should feel their own emotions. A bad day can be good for the spirit.”

      “I’m sorry,” Nyrnn said.

      “Don’t be sorry, just think about what you are doing. By choosing to help Bea, you could not help Robern. Since you are clearly trying out your abilities in some less than beneficial ways, you need to work on the basics. You need to be clear when something does not belong to you. This will allow you to see it – but not feel it.”

      “Is that… useful?” Nyrnn asked.

      “If you knew Tray was sad, instead of taking her sadness, you could ask her about it. You could give her a slice of lemon loaf or get her a cup of tea. If you treat your ability as giving you information, it can help you take the right action.”

      Nyrnn thought about this. It didn’t sound as powerful as the abilities of the others, and yet Robern had shown that she could use her abilities to detect lying.

      “How do I do that?” Nyrnn asked.

      “You know it is possible at any moment to be feeling something that is not you. For now, always ask yourself – does this belong to me? There will be a quality to the emotions of others – they will feel different from your emotions. It will take time and practice to hone this ability.”

      “I felt the loss of her husband and the fear about her children. I felt it – it was heartbreaking.”

      “No. Bea felt it. You don’t have children. You didn’t lose your husband. That emotion does not belong in your body.”

      “It was so real.”

      “You let yourself get lost in it. I get it. I can get lost in the thoughts of others. When my wife is thinking nice things about me, I let myself be in those thoughts. It’s nice. But they are not mine. I’m just playing. They are her thoughts.” Namiga reached into her bag and brought out Nyrnn’s mother’s journal.

      “I’m holding this journal – so it must be my journal,” she said.

      “Where did you get that?” Nyrnn asked, reaching for it.

      “But it’s in my hands. It must be mine, no?”

      “You took it from my room!”

      “Ah. So I have it, but it’s not mine.” She handed the journal to Nyrnn, who took it protectively. “Now you have it. Is it yours?”

      “Yes!”

      “Are you sure? Did you write the journal?”

      “Well, no… it’s my mother’s…”

      “Right. So you have the journal. You are connected to the journal. The journal means a lot to you. But the journal does not belong to you.”

      “Why did you…”

      “Never mind. It’s an example. The journal – those are the emotions you are feeling. They do not belong to you. But, like the journal, you do have them. This is a key distinction. What would you say if I took the journal?”

      “I wouldn’t like that,” Nyrnn said, holding the journal tightly.

      “And what would you say if your mother appeared and took the journal?”

      Nyrnn felt tears prick the edges of her eyes. “I would be ecstatic if my mother showed up.”

      “And would you be unhappy if she took back the journal?”

      “Of course not. It’s hers.”

      “Exactly.”

      Nyrnn was confused. How was the journal like the emotions of other people?

      “When you stopped feeling Bea’s sadness, it still exists with her. It belongs to her. It was never yours. You did not need to feel the emotion as deeply as you did, as if they belonged to you. But – that’s your choice. You can feel it deeply, or you can tread more lightly. To survive, you need to figure out how to do the latter.”

      “How do I do that?”

      Namiga eyed her. Nyrnn stared back, still clutching the book.

      “Testing a heart wynn is… complicated. I have an idea, but it is a bit… radical,” Namiga said slowly.

      Nyrnn met her gaze. “Will it work? Will it help me?”

      “It might. It’s up to you, really.”

      “Let’s do it.”

      Namiga reached into her purse and removed a blindfold. She handed it to Nyrnn.

      “Put this on.” Nyrnn put the journal on a desk behind her and tied the scarf over her eyes. It didn’t completely block out the light, but it obscured the room and Namiga. Her palms began to sweat.

      She was fine. She could do this.

      “Some emotions are more… basic than others. Simpler. Joy is one of them. Fear and pain another.” Nyrnn nodded. She heard Namiga take something else out of her bag and lay it on the desk with a soft thud.

      Namiga took Nyrnn’s hand. “I am going to do something a little scary. I am going to either cut my hand, or cut your hand. You will need to figure out whose hand was cut without looking. Who is feeling the pain – me or you?”

      Nyrnn instinctively tried to pull her hand away, but Namiga held firm.

      “Nyrnn, if you don’t want to do this, tell me. But if you are ready, we will go ahead.”

      Nyrnn felt her shield slipping, her breath coming faster as her heart rate increased. She thought about lying on the floor of the office as everyone looked at her. She thought about collapsing in the patients’ room. She didn’t want to be weak anymore.

      She gritted her teeth, visualizing the white light, growing it until it enveloped her.

      “Okay.”

      Namiga let go of Nyrnn’s hand. Nyrnn felt a sharp pain, and then Namiga clasped their hands back together.

      “One of us was just cut,” she said, her tone even. “Who was it?”

      Nyrnn could feel a warm liquid between their hands, dripping onto the floor. Her hand screamed with pain, and she fought to keep from pulling away. Beads of sweat lined her brow. Tears filled the edges of her eyes, and she had to bite her lip to keep from calling out.

      “Does the pain belong to you?” Namiga asked.

      Nyrnn’s hand was throbbing, the pain moving deeper. As if to compete, her head began to hurt as well, pain beginning at her temple and moving outwards. Nyrnn tried to focus.

      Is it my hand? It feels like my hand. It must be my hand, she thought.

      Then her mind kicked in. But would Namiga have cut her? That didn’t sound right. So it must not be her hand. But Namiga’s voice was so even. She couldn’t be feeling this.

      “You’re thinking too much. I can hear you. This isn’t about guessing what I would do. Does the pain belong to you?”

      Nyrnn felt exposed, her thoughts clearly not private. For a second, that distracted her from the pain.

      “Focus!” Namiga hissed. She squeezed their hands tighter, causing Nyrnn to squirm.

      Her body wanted to focus on the pain, so Nyrnn gave in to its desire. Maybe this was the solution. It was like letting herself get sucked into a whirlpool. Nothing else existing but her throbbing hand and the sharpness of the cut.

      “Mine or yours?” Namiga asked, challenging.

      “Mine!” Nyrnn said, pulling her hand from Namiga, the wrenching motion opening the cut and creating more pain. She moaned, hugging her hand to herself, and she used the other hand to remove the blindfold.

      Once free from Namiga’s grip, Nyrnn’s pain subsided. Her shallow breaths lengthened, as her mind whirled. If this was what she needed to do to get stronger, she would do it. But this couldn’t be right, being blindfolded and then cut. Was this because she was starting her training so late?

      “Calm down.” Namiga’s voice was amused and strained. “Look at your hand.”

      Nyrnn did so, worried at what she was going to find. Her hand was covered in blood, which she had now managed to get on the front of her shirt. She peered at the flesh, but there was… nothing. Namiga grabbed the null stone and brought it closer to Nyrnn, as Nyrnn continued to stare at her hand. As soon as she entered the null field, all remnants of the pain disappeared. Nyrnn blushed, meeting Namiga’s eyes as she grabbed some gauze and wrapped it around her own hand, wincing a little.

      “I don’t understand. That’s never happened before. I don’t understand,” Nyrnn repeated, feeling foolish.

      “It’s all about the circumstances. Most wynn abilities are much stronger the closer they are to their target. Touch creates the strongest link. You probably have rarely been that close to someone who was hurt.” She passed a towel to Nyrnn for the blood. “I also added a little extra push,” she held up her good hand, “just to make a point. Normally, a cut on the hand would not elicit that level of response. But that could happen with a more serious injury.”

      “Like when L’lor was attacked,” Nyrnn stated, some of the pieces falling into place.

      “Ah, Robern has told you his theory then? Yes, that would make sense. You experienced her attack as your own. What saved you, likely, was that you were in a different room. Untrained though you were, that provided some safety.”

      “It felt so real,” Nyrnn said, staring at her uncut hand, uncertain she could believe what she was seeing.

      “Yes. It will every time. But now that you know it might not be, you can work on channeling the energy in different ways.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “That’s for another day. I need to take care of this cut before I end up with an infection.” She made light of it, even though Nyrnn could see blood beginning to dot the gauze.

      Would it make a difference now that she knew? Nyrnn wondered. She opened her mouth to speak, but held it back. Namiga had just cut her own hand to prove a point.

      Namiga raised an eyebrow. “You want to try again?”

      Nyrnn blinked. “I don’t want to keep you…”

      “Let’s try one thing. Go move the null stone away,” she gestured, and Nyrnn did as she asked, placing it on a desk on the far side of the room.

      “Now come back and hold my other hand.” Nyrnn did so. As soon as she was out of the null field, she felt the heaviness. Her palm itched where Namiga was cut, she glanced at it, reminding herself that it wasn’t her pain.

      When she got back to Namiga, she reached out and took the woman’s uninjured hand. Pain laced through Nyrnn’s undamaged palm. It was throbbing.

      “Okay, I’m going to push a little. Once I do, well, then you need to figure out how to convince yourself it is not your pain.” Nyrnn nodded. Namiga took a breath.

      Nyrnn’s palm was on fire.

      It felt the same as before: red, hot, fiery pain. But this time, Nyrnn could see that it was not her hand. She stared at her unblemished skin. It’s not my pain. It’s not my pain. It’s not my pain… Sweat trickled down the side of her face. With each repetition, her mind became more convinced that it was not her pain. But knowing it was not her pain did nothing to lessen it. Her heart was convinced it belonged to her. Why would it hurt if it was not hers?

      “So, what you are doing, it is not working,” Namiga said.

      “I almost have it,” Nyrnn replied, continuing to repeat her mantra. It’s not my pain…

      “You are trying to reason with your pain. Pain is not ‘intellectual.’ It’s an emotion. Reason will not work.”

      “Why not?” Nyrnn asked, continuing to try to force the issue.

      Namiga sighed. Nyrnn felt the pain lessen, and then Namiga was pulling her hand free. Nyrnn could now only feel the itch in her palm. “How did you do that?” she asked.

      “I merely stopped the push. I pulled back some. I will teach you how to do that someday. It keeps others from reading what you don’t want them to know about you. But that’s enough for today. As you know, my hand is throbbing, and it’s time to take care of this and then find a cup of tea. Think about what I said. We’ll keep trying.” She nodded at Nyrnn and grabbed her bag, and left the room.

      Nyrnn retrieved the null stone and placed it back in her pocket.

      She found her gaze returning to her palm. Perfectly intact, and yet it had felt so real. The memory of the pain remained, but nothing else lingered from the experience. With Bea, it had been different. She hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that the children may be in trouble. Was that because she had tried to take the emotion from Bea? Because Bea believed they were in trouble? Once Nyrnn knew the children were okay, she had been able to let it go and hadn’t thought of them since.

      Nyrnn had been fourteen when the mayor of Shimmerview told them that her mother had been killed while on the mainland. It was evening, and her father and sister had both been home. Nyrnn had just awoken a few hours earlier. She had been asleep for two days after a bad episode. The family had gathered in the main room, and the mayor had explained what he knew. They had been raiders from Draihan looking for stonetych. It was night, and during the fight Malia had become separated from the rest of the group. They didn’t find her body until the next day. It had been too late to do anything. The grief that day had been intense, and a more mild version of it continued to exist within Nyrnn even today. Thinking back on that event made her feel an echo of that same loss. The feeling of never seeing her mother again.

      Nyrnn picked up the journal from where she had placed it on a chair beside her. The memories of her mother belonged to her. They felt like they had taken root in her and had become a part of her identity. That wasn’t true for Bea’s memories. That wasn’t true for Namiga’s pain. She felt them, but then it was like they couldn’t find a purchase in who Nyrnn was.

      Nyrnn took a breath, feeling some of the anxiety leave her. She knew who she was. She did. She could figure this out.

      There was a noise at the door, and Nyrnn turned to see Tray peeking around the frame. “Woah – what have you been doing?” she asked, taking in the blood on Nyrnn’s shirt.

      “It’s not mine.” Nyrnn held up her hands. “It’s Namiga’s.”

      “What did you do to her?” Tray’s tone was one of fascination.

      “No. I didn’t. She did it,” Nyrnn tried.

      Tray whistled.

      Rhys’ head peeked around Tray. “Are you okay?”

      “It’s Namiga’s.” Tray turned to her.

      “Wow,” Rhys said.

      “Anyway… we found some cards, and we were going to play up in my room. You should come.”

      “Tray ‘found’ some lemon bread,” Rhys said in a loud whisper.

      Nyrnn laughed. “Sounds fun. I’ll just… change first…” and she followed them out of the room.
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      Nyrnn watched from the staircase in the foyer as Myles’ family came to take him home. Yet another patient being retrieved by their family. Robern had been taking endless meetings with the Chancellor to stop this from happening, but there were only two left in the dorm. According to Eya, neither had family in the city. However, Robern had become convinced that the removal of the patients was deliberate and it was only a matter of time. Why now, after years of them being here, were the patients being removed?

      Nyrnn was familiar with Robern’s line of argument, as he often repeated it during mealtimes, or muttered it under his breath as he stormed through the hallways. Robern’s frustration was obvious. As such, Nyrnn had been using him to work on her ability to separate her emotions from his. When she heard him ranting, she would slide into the room, place the null stone near the door, and then wade into his emotions of frustration.

      At first, Nyrnn would find herself frustrated at her lack of progress. Over time, she came to realize this was just her feeling his frustration. Watching him made it easier to know it did not belong to her. With practice, she started to feel a subtle difference. It was like the frustration was a little less… vibrant than her own feelings. But maybe she just wanted them to feel different.

      After Bea, Nyrnn had trained with Namiga instead of reading the remaining patients. There was more for her to learn, a lot more, but time was running out. Robern was counting on her, and she needed to try again.

      Nyrnn stood and walked down the stairs, coming to stand beside Robern. “Robern?” she said quietly.

      “Another one gone, eh?” He sounded defeated.

      “I want to read the last patients,” she said. “Today.”

      Robern looked at her and smiled. His eyes held hers, fatigue and perhaps a little hope hiding there. “We haven’t had great luck so far,” he said.

      Nyrnn liked that he said “we” rather than she. She hadn’t had good luck. She had failed. But just looking at him firmed her resolve. She could do it this time. Get something. “I’d like to try.”

      “Let’s find Namiga, and see what she says,” he said carefully.

      They walked through the dorm to Namiga’s office. She was drinking a cup of tea while looking out the window.

      “You want to try again?” she asked, not turning around. Nyrnn was still getting used to Namiga’s ability to read her thoughts. While initially she had taken some measures to hide her ability, in the last few days, she had let that go.

      “If you think Nyrnn can handle it?” Robern said.

      “That’s up to Nyrnn. Can you?” Namiga turned to look at them both.

      “Yes,” Nyrnn replied.

      Namiga nodded. She set her cup down. “Then let’s try.”

      The three of them went up the back stairs to the second floor and entered the patients’ room. Greyta and Alessyano were both propped up on pillows, facing towards the windows, although their eyes were unseeing. The patients’ room had been Nyrnn’s sanctuary when she had arrived. But then Robern had locked the door and Nyrnn had instead spent her time with the other wynn. Seeing the nearly empty room, she felt a pang of guilt for not coming more often.

      Namiga took charge. “Nyrnn, go stand beside Alessyano. Robern, you take Greyta to the far side. You need to be as far away from Nyrnn as you can get.”

      “Should I get Cal’in?”

      “The fewer people the better. Do you need him?”

      “I suppose not.” He retrieved a notepad from his coat pocket. He then helped move Greyta to the far side of the room. Once she was situated, he grabbed the stool and took a seat, ready to take notes. It was a strange sight. He looked smaller. It was like seeing the younger version of Robern, when he had been the student rather than the scholar.

      Meanwhile, Nyrnn walked to stand beside Alessyano. With Robern using the one stool in the room, Nyrnn remained standing. She took a moment to look at Alessyano. Watching the eyes looking at nothing. Now that she knew the patients were still in there – still able to communicate – she saw them differently. In some ways, it was more tragic that they were stuck. But it also felt good to know they were still in there.

      Namiga joined Nyrnn. The bandages remained on Namiga’s hand, protecting it as it healed. Nyrnn might not have succeeded that day, but she had learned something. Today was going to be different.

      “Robern – what do you need to know?” Namiga asked.

      “Uh… any information on the identity of the Shadowed Ones. Focus on the shard. We need to learn more about that white room. I think it is the key.”

      Namiga nodded. “Got that, Nyrnn? Go straight for the information that you are looking for. Remember, knowing how Alessyano felt is information, but that’s it. Observe and move on.”

      “Can you help me if I can’t do it?” Nyrnn asked, handing her null stone to Namiga and feeling the field dissipate as the woman stepped away, placing it on an empty bed.

      “Only if it is necessary,” she said.

      The heaviness settled on Nyrnn’s shoulders, but she found she did not mind it anymore. She knew what it meant now, and she knew the stone was there to provide relief should she need it. Knowing that made a huge difference. Nyrnn held Alessyano’s hand and closed her eyes, feeling into the altered perception. Thankfully, with Robern and Namiga on the other side of the room, she only felt their emotions faintly. Some anxiety. Some concern. Or maybe that was her.

      The colours solidified behind Nyrnn’s eyelids, and she saw a market in front of her. Alessyano must have worked at one of the booths. It was sunny, and the market was busy.

      Alessyano, please show me when you were attacked.

      She said the words internally, knowing that Alessyano would respond to her thoughts and not her voice. The image shifted in front of her. She was walking through the streets at night. She was hurrying. Nyrnn concentrated, and the memory shifted forward, going faster and faster. Suddenly, two black forms were upon her. She thought they had come from the side, although the fast replay of the images made it unclear. Nyrnn felt her heart beating faster, fear constricting her chest. She paused the memory, and took a breath, shifting back into the role of observer.

      Alessyano is afraid. Alessyano is about to be attacked. I am safe.

      Her breathing calmed. The memory moved forward and one of the Shadowed Ones reached out, their hand making contact with Nyrnn’s arm. Pain raced through her body where it had touched her. Nyrnn pushed it away. Not her body. Not her pain. It did not belong to her. She felt herself losing consciousness. No. Alessyano was losing conscious. Nyrnn gritted her teeth, fighting to stay with the memory without experiencing the events. She just needed to hang on a little longer. She could feel her body swaying, and she rested a hand on the bed to keep upright. Sweat rolled down the side of her face.

      “Namiga,” she called out, hoping the woman could hear her. Could help.

      “Do not feel the feelings of Alessyano. They are not yours,” Nyrnn heard from across the room – the words seeping into her mind. She had wanted more, but the reminder helped. She felt stronger. The feelings of hopelessness and fear retreated. As the pain receded, Nyrnn’s vision went white.

      Nyrnn looked around, feeling the cold pressure of this strange space. Quickly she found it – the shard. Nyrnn reached for it, and it moved towards her. As it approached, it grew larger and larger, and was soon the size of her body. She looked at her own surprised reflection. Then the image shifted. She saw herself in a white room with a group of others. They were wearing strange white robes and sitting at workstations around the edge of the room as they chatted amicably with one another. She looked to the end of the room and saw a closed door, her chest constricting at the sight. Something bad was back there. Then her eyes were drawn to the familiar and yet strange artifact she had seen before. Looking at it, she felt fear and something else. Awe. Hope.

      I did it, she thought. And then the shard was shrinking, and Nyrnn pushed herself out. She felt the vision recede from her, and she opened her eyes, blinking at the late afternoon light. She looked at Alessyano, the distant eyes, and thanked her profoundly for the experience. She had done it. She had gone in. She had gotten out. She was still standing.

      She beamed at Robern and Namiga. “I did it!”

      “You did? You didn’t say anything.” Robern looked confused.

      Nyrnn nodded. “I’ll tell you after. I should read Greyta too.” She looked at Namiga, who gave a nod.

      Robern swapped the patients’ positions, and Nyrnn held Greyta’s hand. She closed her eyes, easily sliding into Greyta’s memory. This time, the attack was in a poorer area of town, where the houses were much smaller and closer together. For the first time, the patient wasn’t alone. Greyta was walking with a few others. They felt familiar – friends, maybe? Nyrnn wondered what had happened to them. But then she pushed the thought aside. She was here to get information. It was night, and Nyrnn moved the memory forward until she saw two Shadowed Ones coming towards her. For the first time, she felt no fear as they approached, even as she could sense Greyta’s. This alone felt like an accomplishment.

      When the Shadowed One reached out and touched her, she braced, but there was no pain. Soon she was in the familiar white space, her hands returned to her own, and she spied the shard shining in the distance. She pulled it towards herself and looked through it. She saw a woman with long ash-blonde hair and blue eyes. Black wraps covered her forearms, and she was wearing a black cloak, the hood down. Although Nyrnn could not hear anything, she knew the woman was yelling at her. She felt a weight against her chest. Shame.

      Nyrnn’s pulse quickened. This woman scared her. No. It must be that she scared the owner of this memory. But there was something wrong, and Nyrnn could feel pain throbbing in her temples. Nyrnn stopped the replay and pulled out of the memory. She opened her eyes and released Greyta’s hand. She took a few slow breaths, her heart slowing, the pain lessening in her head.

      She met Namiga’s eyes and nodded.

      “She did it, Robern. Let’s get some tea and have a chat,” Namiga said, moving towards the door. Nyrnn was tired, but okay. She tested her arm. It felt as if it was bruised. Well, that was okay, she could live with that. She grabbed her null stone and followed Namiga, a confused Robern pulling up the rear.

      

      The three of them entered the office to find Cal’in sitting behind the desk, looking over his papers. “Trying again?” he asked.

      “We just did!” Robern said, both enthusiastic and slightly confused.

      “Nyrnn, you did well,” Namiga said, staying at the door. “I have other things to attend to. I’ll leave you to it.” She backed out of the room.

      Nyrnn watched the door. “Just a second,” she said, then pushed through, catching Namiga in the hallway.

      The older woman stopped, looking at Nyrnn, eyebrows raised.

      “Did you help me?” Nyrnn asked.

      “Yes.”

      “How?” Nyrnn had asked for help, but she wasn’t sure what that meant. She had been more successful than ever before. It had been easier. Had Namiga done that?

      “You did fine, Nyrnn. You’re getting stronger. Now go tell Robern what you saw. He needs some good news.” And she turned away, continuing down the hallway.

      “Namiga?” Nyrnn hesitated, unsure of how to articulate her question.

      “Some people don’t like mainlanders.”

      “How do you know?” Nyrnn had noticed that Namiga avoided Cal’in most of the time. Namiga tapped her temple.

      “Now go tell them what you saw.” And she was gone down the hall.

      Back in the office, Robern perched on the edge of the desk, as Cal’in prepared a clean sheet of paper. There was a nervousness in the movements from both men, clear to Nyrnn even with the null stone. She supposed that every time she did this, she could reveal the exact clue that they needed. Or she could give them nothing. She still did not understand enough herself to know which it would be.

      Nyrnn took a breath. “The attacks were the same as the others. I saw the shard in Alessyano’s memory. I was in the white room again. This time there were a bunch of other people in the room, too. They wore white robes, and they seemed to be working.”

      Robern nodded. “The white robes are common among the Orders and some Academies. I think we can assume this is in one of them. The white walls are more interesting. I have not seen them before.”

      Nyrnn closed her eyes, trying to recall all the images. “There was a door on the far wall. When I looked at it, I felt afraid. Something bad was being kept back there. In the centre of the room, I saw the strange artifact again. It’s about this big.” Nyrnn held her hands to show about two feet across. “I was also afraid of the artifact, but it was different. I was afraid of what it could do, but also hopeful.”

      “Did the artifact look like stonetych?” Robern asked, clearly interested.

      “I think so? I think there were crystals… and some strange glyphs on it as well. Does any of this make sense to you?”

      “When Expedition teams bring back new stonetych from the mainland, it will often get sent to one of the Orders. Stonetych from the mainland does not always work as ours does, and there have been problems before. This could explain how the Shadowed Ones were created. You’ve said that they are human and yet not quite human. Perhaps this artifact is why. Based on the robes and the stonetych, I would guess this room is in the Order of the Golden Eye.”

      “You’re jumping to conclusions,” Cal’in interjected, his voice full of disbelief. “This memory might be from Alessyano. Maybe she visited someone at the Order. The Order works for the Chosen. They couldn’t be creating the Shadowed Ones.”

      “You’re just afraid to go up against them. You’re right to be afraid. But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t do it.” Robern punched the air.

      “Go up against who? What, march into the Order? Start making demands they show us where they are keeping the Shadowed Ones? Or maybe we should just go right to the palace?”

      “If they are harbouring the Shadowed Ones we must stop them…”

      “If. It’s a big if, Robern. You know if we had focused on how to help the patients, rather than use them for your personal agenda, we would have had help from the Chosen. From the Order.”

      Cal’in’s anger was cool compared to Robern’s. Yet this was the most emotion she had seen from the usually reserved man. Nyrnn felt conspicuous standing in the room, not clear on the parameters of the clearly personal debate they were having.

      “We can help the patients later. First, we have to get to the root of the Shadowed Ones,” Robern replied.

      “Help what patients? Alessyano and Greyta leave today. The Chancellor has forbidden you from bringing more here in the future.”

      Robern paled, sagging for a moment. Then he took a breath. “See, we are clearly onto something. And anyway, the Chancellor will change her mind… unless she’s in on it too…” He strode towards the door. “I’ll have to speak with her,” he said, pushing through the door, leaving the room without looking back.

      Cal’in sighed. He carefully sat back down and busied himself straightening the papers that had been knocked astray. “I’m sorry, Nyrnn. Robern is not as… stable as he might appear at first. I think he blames himself for his brother.”

      “He seems passionate to me,” Nyrnn said, feeling defensive.

      “Passion is part of it, that’s true. And he is brilliant. He saw you might be a link that we needed. But he also is paranoid, and he creates enemies as he goes through life.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Robern used to work for the Order of the Golden Eye. Then Tassian was killed, and he went to a dark place. He started looking into the Shadowed Ones, convinced that someone at the Order was behind them. I tried to stop him – keep him out of trouble – but it was impossible. He was accused of falsifying information and stealing. He was tried by the Council and kicked out of the Order.

      “If he had kept control of his temper, we could have stayed at the Order and used their resources. Our biggest breakthrough was finding you, which took years because we had to track down files we would have had access to. Now he’s talking to the Chancellor. With his temper, we could find ourselves kicked out of the Academy too.” He shook his head.

      Nyrnn digested the information. It felt strange that Cal’in was telling her so much, even though she had wanted to know more.

      “I don’t know if this matters, but when I read Greyta, I saw a woman,” she said, describing the image to Cal’in, careful to include every detail.

      Cal’in’s eyes were on the desk. He was leaning forward on his fists.

      “Thank you. I will… tell Robern.” Cal’in’s voice sounded strange, but when he looked up, his face was impassive as usual. “Now that the patients are gone, there’s nothing more you can do to help. I understand if you want to go home to Shimmerview – that’s probably the best idea, the safest. But if you’re still interested in becoming an archivist, let me know. I have some connections at the Purple Rose Academy.”

      Nyrnn started. Go home? Become an archivist?

      She stood, moving towards the door. “Um, I just need to think about that,” she said and slipped from the room.

      

      A few minutes later, Nyrnn was in Namiga’s office. Disturbed by Cal’in’s suggestion, and unable to talk to Robern, she needed clarification. “I can’t leave until I finish the training, right?” Nyrnn said, as she entered Namiga’s office.

      “Okay,” Namiga said, turning towards Nyrnn.

      “The patients are gone. I know that’s why I’m here. That was my contribution. But I can’t go home until I have control over my abilities, right?” Nyrnn felt flustered. Namiga’s gaze was piercing. The woman was impossible to read, and yet Nyrnn felt wide open whenever she talked with her.

      “You have enough training that you could go back to Shimmerview. Become an… archivist. If that is what you wish,” Namiga said.

      “I can’t do that, not unless I have control,” Nyrnn responded.

      “Sure you can. You must choose what you want. I lived with the Chenchari, moving from town to town, living across the map. It was a beautiful life, but not for me. So I came here. I chose. Sometimes, you need to make a choice.”

      “I need to stay here until I have control…” Nyrnn repeated.

      “I see.” Namiga leaned forward, elbows on the desk, hands steepled together. “And what does ‘control’ look like to you?”

      “No more attacks. No fainting.”

      “Well, you can control that. You know what the cause is. When you feel you are being overwhelmed, leave the area. You did well with the patients today, and if you can observe without experiencing the emotions of others, you should be fine in Shimmerview.” She sat back and clapped her hands. “Done.”

      “Well, without the null stone, I don’t know…”

      “Take the stone. Done. You can go where you want.”

      Nyrnn was taken aback. She was happy to take the stone, but is this what she wanted? “I can just go?”

      “You’re not a prisoner. You want to go, then go. You do not have to stay here. No one knows you’re a wynn except those in this dorm.”

      “But… will I be safe?”

      “As safe as anyone else. Look, you have a particular set of conditions. Characteristics. You need to be careful with them. You are vulnerable to certain things. Is this different than a man who has lost his leg? A woman who suffers from arthritis? No. It’s the same. You’re not a child, you decide where you go. You decide what you want to do.”

      Nyrnn was lost for words.

      “Go on. Pack. I’ll tell Robern you’re leaving.” She gestured towards the door, and Nyrnn left the room, confused. She stood just outside. She could leave. She could go back to Shimmerview. She could go back and decide to be whatever she wanted. This was what she had dreamed of. Yet her feet felt glued to the ground.

      Gryff came walking down the hall. He looked at her, eyes questioning. Nyrnn forced herself to smile. He nodded, and kept walking, continuing to wherever he was headed. Upstairs, Nyrnn could hear thumping. Was it Rhys? Tray and Nord?

      She would miss them all if she left.

      She could have a normal life, but was that what she wanted anymore?

      She had felt Namiga and Gryff’s powers. She had connected to the patients, read their memories. She had found a sliver of the memory of a Shadowed One.

      Was it wrong to want to be more than normal?

      This was never her dream, but things were different now – she was different now. She was a wynn. She needed to figure out what that meant.

      She pushed back through the door, Namiga’s eyes on her. Of course. She had probably heard everything Nyrnn had been thinking. Namiga raised an eyebrow at her.

      “I don’t want to go. I want to learn to… use my abilities. I want to learn how to… to be good at it. Can I stay?”

      Namiga smiled. “You’re a wynn. This is your home as long as you want to be here.”

      Nyrnn smiled back, a weight lifted from her chest.

      “Now,” Namiga said, her tone becoming more serious. “If you want to master your abilities, you need to stop using the null stone all the time. They can become addictive. The null stone can fail, and they get in the way more than you realize.”

      Nyrnn could feel the familiar presence of the stone in her pocket. Her stomach dropped at the idea of not using it.

      “You need to work on being able to protect yourself more… defensively. You need to be able to walk into the middle of a highly emotional situation, or a large crowd of people, and be able to hold your own. Training is not about avoidance, it is about overcoming. Protecting yourself.”

      A shiver ran down Nyrnn’s spine at the idea. Could she do that? She squared her shoulders. She would.

      “What else?”

      “You need to get better at reading people. Awake people, not the patients.”

      “Is that it?” Nyrnn asked.

      “It? No. There is much more. But that is enough for now.”

      Nyrnn nodded. “Where do we start?”

      “Give me your null stone. Today, you will figure out how to live without it. Now—” She gave Nyrnn a serious look. “You know what it feels like to push yourself too far. You know what it feels like if you are going to lose consciousness. If that happens, you need to find an appropriate response that does not leave you unconscious on the floor. You are a wynn. This gives you certain abilities, but it also gives you certain vulnerabilities. That is what it is. Work with it, don’t fight against it.”

      Nyrnn pulled the stone from her pocket, and Namiga gestured for her to put it on the shelf behind her. Nyrnn did so. “Why don’t you use a null stone? Are you able to shield all the time?” she asked.

      “No. But even when my shield fails, I am learning something. Using the null stone, it is like being blindfolded. I believe it is better to have the information, even if it can be difficult, than have no information. This training is not about perfection, but you can get better. That will be our focus.”

      Nyrnn nodded.

      “Now, go back to whatever you were going to do today. Experiment. Get stronger.”

      Nyrnn nodded again and left the room. The heaviness lay on her shoulders. She felt strangely naked as she left the null stone behind. Since getting the stone, it had always been nearby – she just had to reach to get it and feel the relief of its field. Standing outside the door, she took a few deep breaths. She would be fine. She could do this.

      Nyrnn walked down the hall to the front of the building and pushed through the doors and entered the foyer. The room was deserted. Nyrnn sat at the bottom of the stairs, closed her eyes, and started counting her breaths.

      Her heart slowed quickly.

      She opened her eyes as the front doors opened, and Gryff came in, carrying a bag of charcoal that must be for Eya’s oven. He stopped and looked at her. Nyrnn winced, backing up the stairs, waiting for something to happen.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “I don’t have the stone. I’m… just stay there…” she muttered. The weight of the blanket had increased. She backed up another stair.

      Gryff just stood there. Waiting.

      Nyrnn felt… nothing unusual. She felt calm. She felt curious. She felt uncertain. Were these her emotions?

      She met Gryff’s gaze. “Why… it’s…” she struggled to articulate herself.

      “It’s about energy. I can control mine.”

      “You’re doing something?” Nyrnn asked.

      “I’m not doing something.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They taught me how to hide from other wynn.”

      “As a novice?”

      “As a soldier.”

      “Oh. Right.” Her cheeks grew warm, having again forgotten who Gryff was. “So you have no emotions?”

      “No.” He smiled briefly. “But for the… passive searching you’re doing right now, you can’t connect to them.”

      “Passive searching?”

      “Think of it as your awareness. You’ll get better over time with it. It’s good that you’re practicing without the stone.”

      “Thanks.” Nyrnn sat down on the stairs.

      He shifted his stance and then set the bag down. Hand held up, he approached Nyrnn. She nodded, and he came to sit beside her. She felt nothing extra. Just calm.

      “Is that what Namiga does when she reads my mind? Passive searching?”

      “It’s similar. Namiga can pick up on the surface thoughts you are having. Think of it as the conversation you are having, rather than something you know. Something hidden.”

      “Can she read your mind?”

      “Namiga is very good at what she does, but I can control what I think about around her. You can do that too.”

      “I want to stay here and get better at… all this. At my abilities.  The patients are gone… but I want to stay here,” she said, looking at her hands.

      “Then you should stay,” Gryff said.

      Nyrnn nodded, and felt a warmth spread across her chest.
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      The guards nodded at Osoric as they opened the doors, revealing a large sitting chamber. Osoric nodded absently, striding into the room, his thoughts on the artifact in his lab. That morning, he had received information from the explorer team on the mainland. To send out a team for his purposes was complicated and costly, but it had been worth it. Thanks to help from some locals, the team had found carvings that appeared to be instructions for the stonetych near where it had been found.

      Of course, finding the inhabitants of the temple would have been far better, but the Xuntwin civilization had been destroyed over two hundred years ago. The people in Nubrai might believe their cities were built by the gods many hundreds of years ago, but few of them knew much of the Xuntwin, people, not gods, who had done the same. Based on the ruins that were left, the Xuntwin built many cities, each the size of Starfall or larger. During the dark years, these cities had been destroyed, and the people scattered. Now the forests reclaimed the land, hiding the broken stones as explorers from Nubrai and raiders from Draihan and Midel searched for lost stonetych.

      Interesting though this was, for Osoric, the key was that the Xuntwin created stonetych. They had figured out how to make it. If they could do it, then so could he.

      The information had included a rough translation of the instructions as the team Lorist tried to parse its meaning. It had been a mess. But there was something in it – something that gave Osoric an idea. The team was bringing a rubbing of the actual carving back to Starfall where his assistants could work on it. But that would take at least a week if everything went well.

      Osoric clasped his arms behind his back, rocking on his feet. The Chosen wasn’t here yet. This was part of the spectacle that surrounded the leader of Nubrai. Was he really doing something important elsewhere in the palace? Or just waiting on the other side of the door to create the appearance of being busy? Just part of the drama intended to make the Chosen seem different than everyone else.

      Osoric had grown up in Draihan, ruled over by the royal family. There was no pretense in Draihan, no myths to support their position. The ruling family had won its place through violence. While the people worshiped the Three, the Three did not comment on the royal house. Here, the Chosen claimed to be a direct blood descendent of the first person chosen by the gods to take care of Nubrai when they left. Osoric was sure this was nonsense. The Chosen was likely related to someone who simply saw an opportunity in the power vacuum that followed the dark years. But in Nubrai, Osoric had learned that a good story often swayed the people.

      A door opened on the far side of the room and Vergahn, the Chosen One, entered. He was tall and muscular, features accented by the flowing golden robes he wore. His dark hair had begun to go silver at the temples, only increasing his air of intimidation. This was a man who looked like a leader. Yet, when Osoric saw him, he was reminded of the much younger man he had met on the mainland.

      They had both been young and full of ideas about how to improve the world. Osoric had left Draihan to search for answers in the ruins of Xuntwin when he met Vergahn, not yet the Chosen, looking for his own answers. When they heard the story of the artifact, Vergahn had insisted that it could solve the problems in Nubrai. Osoric had seen his chance and offered to help, explaining his extensive study of stonetych. And so Vergahn had given Osoric a home in Starfall, the Shining City of the Gods, a place seldom opened to outsiders. He had tasked Osoric with saving Nubrai.

      Vergahn strode across the room, his walk commanding. He motioned for Osoric to take a seat and then he did the same.

      Then the illusion shattered, and Vergahn ran a hand through his hair. “The stonetych continues to fail,” he said, his voice deep.

      Osoric nodded. “And Midel? Draihan?”

      “Their alliance is fragile, but it has survived our attempts to sabotage it. The number of scouts testing our defences has decreased, but not stopped. It is only a matter of time until they find the holes. If they gain a foothold in Nubrai, they will destroy it, destroy us. I appreciate what you have done so far, but I need a permanent solution.”

      “You can send out the wynn again,” Osoric offered.

      Vergahn looked away. “When they see what our wynn can do, that only increases their desire to come to Nubrai, sure that we have some powerful secret. I will use the wynn for defence only. Offensive acts will start a war.”

      Osoric nodded, impressed by Vergahn’s insight. He was right. While the wynn existed everywhere, more seemed to be born in Nubrai, and the system of identifying wynn and training them from a young age had created a powerful force on the Island. In Draihan, the wynn were kept secluded, protected and imprisoned. He had heard in Midel the wynn were considered cursed, leaving those with abilities to live in fear, hiding what they were.

      When Draihan raiders had come to Starfall to kidnap wynn children, Osoric had encouraged Vergahn to send a message. Draihan understood force and needed to be shown that Nubrai was not weak. So Vergahn sent a force of wynn to the mainland. They had not found the children, but dozens of dead Draihan soldiers had sent a message. Unfortunately, Gerrin Hayne had been more effective than expected, and this had only increased the desire of outsiders to get to the Island.

      Osoric took a breath, looking away. “It might be time that you told your people.”

      “No,” Vergahn answered immediately.

      “If I didn’t have to work in secret, I could go faster. People would volunteer.”

      “Tell them I let an outsider experiment with stonetych? It would cause chaos. No. We need to fix the defences.”

      Osoric met his old friend’s eyes. He had known that this would be the answer, although the word “outsider” still stung. Osoric might be useful, but Vergahn would not support him publicly. At least not until he solved the problem. He could be patient.

      “We’ve been able to get our team into the ruins. They have found something – possibly instructions. I think this might be what we were missing. I think we are close now.”

      Vergahn nodded. Of course, Osoric had said these words before. But he was getting closer to understanding the piece of stonetych. It had been years, and this could be the breakthrough they needed.

      “Do you have any theories?” Vergahn asked.

      “A few,” Osoric said slowly, careful what he divulged. “But I am waiting for the team to return.”

      “I’ve heard that Robern Haedern has found a young woman who can read the minds of the patients.”

      “Their memories, yes,” Osoric corrected.

      “Is this a problem?”

      “I’m taking care of it. I know Robern, I can distract him.”

      “See that you do.” Vergahn sighed, resigned. “I don’t know how much time we have. If you have an idea, try it.” He pushed himself to standing, and Osoric came to his feet as well. Vergahn strode to the far side of the room, calling over his shoulder, “I will see you at our next meeting.”

      

      Osoric returned to the lab, feeling a sense of peace as he walked into the familiar white-walled room. His assistants nodded to him, quickly returning to their work. He might be an outsider in Nubrai, but in his lab, he was accepted. Entering his office, he saw new reports on the desk. He glanced at them – more stonetych that had stopped working. Just another reminder from Vergahn to move faster.

      The problem was that so many of the people in Starfall were blinded by their belief in the gods. The idea that Gall’or made this sled for them to ride on kept them from realizing the sled could break. It kept them from trying to understand what made it work. Osoric suspected that the gods, or whatever they were, had created a bunch of technology and given it to the people here. Then they had left or died, and now, as was going to happen eventually, the technology was breaking down.

      From what Osoric had learned, the stonetych had begun breaking a long time ago – likely before the Rebuilding. But it had accelerated during Vergahn’s grandfather’s reign, which is why Vergahn had given Osoric the artifact and the resources he needed to unlock its powers. When the men had first discovered the artifact, the locals had told them the Xuntwin had used it to bestow wynn abilities on people, including the ability to fix and create stonetych.

      Vergahn had been excited – this solved the problems Nubrai was facing. Osoric had been excited as well. This artifact promised insight into the nature of wynn abilities and the stonetych, and insight opened the door for mastery. He felt as if he were walking in the footsteps of the Xuntwin.

      Of course, they had tempered their excitement over the years. Using the artifact was not simple and had unexpected consequences. He had created partial solutions, but he knew he was losing ground. Things were growing desperate, and the actions he had taken were questionable. But all would be forgotten once he got it working.

      His spy had told him that the girl – Nyrnn Ashall – had seen the artifact. It was interesting that she could enter the memory of the Shadowed One that had attacked the patient. This was not something Osoric had foreseen. It must have to do with the nature of the attack. Osoric had not studied the victims. He had not thought they were important. He saw now he had too quickly dismissed them. Robern had seen their importance. Or had Robern simply used the only thing he had left?

      Osoric had learned that Nyrnn was a wild heart wynn, untrained, and therefore not indoctrinated by the training of the Academy. An intelligent find by Robern. The wynn existed within society, and yet there were many secrets about them that had yet to be revealed. Often they were as mysterious as the stonetych. Used every day, and yet no one asked the deeper questions. What were they? Why were they? What could they really do? The people of Nubrai were lazy.

      What did it mean that the Shadowed Ones left something in their victims? Nyrnn appeared to be the only wynn who had been attacked by a Shadowed One. Is this why she had this ability? The puzzle excited Osoric. He had limits when working with the Shadowed Ones. Only a select group of assistants worked with him, as the overall project must be kept secret. He had tried sending the Shadowed Ones to the Academy to see what might happen if they interacted with the wynn. So far, he had collected no useful data, but it might be worth another try.

      Osoric paced the small office. It made sense to wait for the explorer team to return and then translate the carvings, but did he have that much time? Osoric came to rest in his chair. What might he do while he waited?
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      With the patients gone, Nyrnn fell into a pattern of training with Namiga and the other wynn. Each day, she would get instructions from Namiga and then spend her time engaging in whatever new activity or challenge the woman created for her. At first, she had struggled to leave the null stone with Namiga, but as the days passed, it grew easier. And on most days, Rhys or Tray would take Nyrnn on a walk around the campus, pointing out the buildings, and greeting the occasional wynn. Nyrnn couldn’t get close to the buildings themselves. She could feel many people inside, their emotions pushing on her and often leaving a pounding headache. She imagined going in the building would be impossible without the null stone.

      A part of her challenged this. She had attended the Academy in Shimmerview without the stone. However, those years had been difficult. She had spent every few days in bed, unable to move from the exhaustion. She wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

      Nyrnn wrote to her family and Hala, updating them on her health and sharing some of her more mundane experiences at the Academy. She told them she had started a special training project and hoped they would assume it was to deepen her historical knowledge. Nyrnn did not tell them she was a wynn; she wasn’t ready yet.

      In the last letter from Hala, her friend had written that she had seen her sister spending time at the market with Loyrn Mettan, the baker’s son. Nyrnn smiled, imagining her friend trying to spy through the market stalls to discover what was in the hearts of Lyndia and Loyrn. Nyrnn had never seen her sister pursue someone romantically. She was always serious, taking care of Nyrnn and their father. It had been nearly two months since Nyrnn left, and Lyndia no longer had to worry about her. She hoped it was true – that Lyndia had found someone.

      Over the past few days, Nyrnn had become familiar with the emotions of the people in the dorm. She noticed that each of them carried certain emotions most of the time. For Robern, it was a combination of anger and frustration, although he could also have moments of soaring hope. Eya was concerned about half the time and satisfied the rest. If Nyrnn asked her about Max, she would light up with happiness.

      Cal’in was impossible to read, and Nyrnn would usually just feel a cool nothingness when she tried. Gryff and Namiga could block their emotions from her. Rhys was happy and Tray was too, unless she was suspicious. Nord had been a surprise. Nyrnn could sense when he fell into sadness or fear, but this didn’t happen often. She had thought he might feel confused, considering what he had been through, but it felt more like frustration and concern, although about what she did not know.

      Gaining this insight into the people around her was strange but also comforting. Coming to Starfall, she had felt the loss of her family and friends and all that was familiar to her. Now, this new insight into the people here made them seem familiar – a new family, and another place she could be safe. She enjoyed just letting their emotions play across her awareness, not identifying with them, not pushing. Namiga said that she could do more, dig deeper, but for now, this was enough.

      Eya had finally produced a book on the wynn, the one Nyrnn had requested when she arrived. Excited, she had picked up the book from Eya that evening and was headed towards the kitchen to make a cup of tea and get started on it. As she passed Rhys’ door, she heard the unmistakable laughter of Tray, deeper than Rhys’, and somehow always sarcastic. Curious, Nyrnn knocked on the door lightly.

      “Nyrnn?” Rhys squeaked as she opened the door, her cheeks flushed. Nyrnn could see Tray in the room behind her. They were both wearing grey cloaks.

      “What are you up to?” Nyrnn asked.

      “Isn’t that the book you’ve been going on about?” Tray said, raising an eyebrow. “Learning all about the wynn.”

      “Yes,” she said, holding it. “Wait, where are you going?”

      “Nowhere you would be interested in,” Tray replied, her eyes dancing, daring her.

      Nyrnn looked at the book. She set it on Rhys’ desk. “I might be interested,” she said, smiling back. While Tray had been the first to identify that Nyrnn was a wynn, she quickly grew tired of Nyrnn’s actual training.

      “We are staging a break-in,” Tray said.

      Rhys punched her friend lightly on the arm. “It’s the last day of classes. Most wynn live here year round, but classes will stop for the next few weeks so students can travel home or engage in special studies. There’s a feast at the stone wynn tower tonight, and that always means a party afterward. We thought we might go.”

      “And maybe spy on Martyn a little,” Tray laughed.

      Rhys blushed, and Nyrnn could feel her embarrassment and excitement. “Maybe he’s missed… us.”

      “You should come – see the life you could have had,” Tray said. “You’ll probably be glad you skipped it.”

      “Yes, come!” Rhys begged.

      Nyrnn wanted to say yes. Her friends were excited, and she had never really been to a party before. But there was a reason for that, being around that many people would be too much. She was as likely as not to pass out in the first few minutes. Nyrnn shook her head. She didn’t want to let her friends down, but she couldn’t forget the many reminders from Namiga to respect her limits.

      “Without the null stone… I can’t.”

      “Where is it?” Tray asked.

      “Namiga took it – so I could practice.”

      Tray rolled her eyes. “Not a problem. I’ll be right back,” and she let her cloak slide to the floor, and then pushed out the door before Nyrnn could reply.

      “Don’t worry,” Rhys said. “Tray will find it for you.”

      Nyrnn pushed up on her toes and bounced lightly. This was far better than a night spent reading. She turned to Rhys. “Do you go to the tower often?”

      Rhys looked away. “I used to… I would use their library so I could learn more about the stonetych. But after a while, I…” She trailed off, then shrugged. “I figured my time was better spent working with Namiga.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Nyrnn said, responding to the drop she felt in her stomach. Wanting to change the topic, she looked at the drawings on Rhys’ wall. She saw a new one of Nord, sitting on a windowsill, a mischievous smile on his face. Next to it was a picture depicting a woman sitting in the grass, manicured trees around her – the grove. She was looking far away, her long hair blowing behind her. Nyrnn inhaled, her shoulders relaxing, feeling connected to the drawing.

      “Do you like it?” Rhys’ voice was higher than usual.

      “Yes, I—” With a start, Nyrnn realized the picture was supposed to be of her. She leaned closer, examining the details. This woman was slender, not scrawny. Her skin was no longer sickly. Even her hair seemed more vibrant, the white mixing with the brown in a way that could almost be mistaken for fashionable.

      “I… I’ve never seen myself like this before,” she responded without turning, unable to take her eyes away.

      “I like to draw everyone I see, and Namiga has been pushing me to do more. Each person is… unique. Each person a puzzle and a solution.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well… like your hair. You have these streaks of white. I’ve never seen that before in someone so young. What caused it?”

      Nyrnn brought her fingers to the side of her head, feeling her hair. “I don’t know. It’s been like that forever.”

      “Exactly. A puzzle. Maybe it’s from the strain on your body from your abilities. Or maybe it’s from the healing pods in the temple. Did you know we don’t really understand how they work?”

      “We don’t?”

      “No! It’s amazing. Like – a person goes in with a fever or a broken leg and they come out – good as new. But they don’t fix everything. When you went in with various symptoms from being a wynn, it had little effect. That you used the pod multiple times on a single visit is extraordinary.”

      “In a bad way?”

      Rhys shrugged. “We don’t know.”

      Nyrnn let that sink in, biting her lip. She grabbed a lock of white hair and stared at it.

      “Don’t worry,” Rhys said. “You’re fine. You’re much stronger than when you arrived.”

      Nyrnn nodded slowly. She was stronger. But since coming here, she was also a lot more confused about herself… about everything.

      Her eyes on the drawings, she got an idea. “Can you draw something for me?” Nyrnn asked.

      “A person?”

      “Something I saw in the Shadowed One’s memory. A piece of stonetych.”

      “I can try.” Rhys grabbed her coloured pencils and a clean sheet of paper.

      Nyrnn closed her eyes and saw the strange object in her imagination. She began describing it, keeping her eyes closed, starting out with the basic shape and then describing the finer details – the shape and positioning of the glyphs, the colour of the embedded crystals. She could hear Rhys’ pencils scratching across the surface of the paper, steady and rhythmic.

      When Nyrnn finished, she opened her eyes and watched her friend draw. Rhys hummed a little as she went. Nyrnn returned her gaze to the picture of herself, letting her eyes relax as she took in the colours. The woman in the picture seemed so much more capable than Nyrnn had ever felt. She looked down at her own hands, but she still saw the fragility, the weakness. The picture was more aspirational than true, but maybe she could be that woman one day.

      Nyrnn shook her head, trying to clear a dreamy mist that had settled into her mind. She looked at her friend, curious. Rhys had a smudge of charcoal on her cheek, but she was oblivious to it as she reached for various coloured pencils without looking. She continued to hum as she drew, and Nyrnn felt something. What was it?

      Then it stopped. Rhys looked up, the spell broken, and turned the picture around to face Nyrnn. “Did it look like this?” She handed the drawing to Nyrnn.

      The drawing brought to life what had been in her head. She could see the odd shape, not quite rectangular, as one side was clearly narrower than the other. Her eyes traced the rows of glyphs. Nyrnn could not describe what they looked like, but Rhys had been able to suggest their form.

      “It looks like a capstone,” Rhys said, pointing to it.

      “A what?”

      “Turn it around,” Rhys gestured, and Nyrnn did so. “See – it’s the right shape to fit at the top of an arch, with the glyphs only on those parts that the other stones would not cover.” Nyrnn nodded her head, seeing what Rhys was describing.

      “Have you seen anything like this before? Read about it?”

      Rhys shook her head. “There are theories that some temples had stonetych like this, but I’ve never actually seen it before. If there are books on it, they were not in the stone wynn tower. What do you think it does?”

      “Robern thinks it might be what creates the Shadowed Ones.”

      “Oh, wow,” Rhys said.

      “Wow, what?” Tray asked, pushing through the door. She had another grey cloak in one hand and a null stone in the other. Tray handed them both to Nyrnn, and went to retrieve her own cloak from the floor, sliding it over her shoulders.

      The relief the stone brought was like a breath of fresh air. The heaviness lifted from her shoulders and Nyrnn felt clear in a way she hadn’t all week – the null stone made it so easy.

      “Thank you,” she nodded at Tray.

      “No problem. Namiga probably won’t notice for a while. I bet you could hold on to it for a few days, if you wanted to.” She saw the look on Nyrnn’s face. “Only if you want to. It’s up to you.”

      “Alright, are we ready?” Rhys stood, smiling. “Let’s go.”

      

      The three women exited out of the front of the dorm. Tray led the way, careful to avoid Robern, Namiga or the others. While, technically, they were adults and could choose where they went, Nyrnn suspected that sneaking into a stone wynn party would be highly discouraged. In any case, she didn’t want Namiga to see her with the null stone. Nyrnn was fascinated with the way Tray so easily led them through the dorm, stopping if she heard even the faintest noise. If she didn’t know that Tray had a null stone, she would have assumed she was using her abilities.

      Tray had left Nord in their room. The twins shared one of the larger bedrooms, giving Tray the ability to watch over her brother. But she said he had been doing well lately and didn’t need someone around all the time.

      They walked down the path a bit, heading towards the centre of the campus. Tray explained that as part of their subterfuge, it would look better if they seemed to come from somewhere a stone wynn might be – like the fields or the Administrative buildings. Once they reached mid-campus, Tray looked around, and directed them to turn down the paths that would lead to the stone wynn tower.

      “Why are we sneaking in?” Nyrnn whispered to Tray. “Aren’t you allowed to go if you want to?”

      “It’s for stone wynn only. It’s all a little la-di-dah around here. Anyway, it’s way more fun this way.” She grinned at Nyrnn, and Nyrnn smiled. “Breaking into a stone wynn party is practically mandatory – we won’t be the only interlopers. After the feast, things always get a little… rowdy.”

      “It’s a party,” Rhys corrected.

      “A rowdy party,” Tray repeated.

      They reached a fork in the path, and Nyrnn could see the stone wynn tower in the distance up ahead. Rhys instructed them to walk “more like stone wynn,” before taking the lead. Tray and Nyrnn grinned at each other. Tray sauntered down the path, and then Nyrnn tried twirling. Rhys gave them a hard look, and they both straightened and copied her even pace.

      As they walked and joked, Nyrnn spied another group of grey-cloaked figures following along the path behind them. They had their hoods raised, obscuring their identity. More party crashers? It was strange to see people and yet not feel them. With the null stone in her pocket, Nyrnn could relax a part of her she had been holding in tension all week. It had been a great week. She felt stronger. She didn’t need the null stone, but it was wonderful to let go.

      Nyrnn had never done anything like this before – she had never snuck into a party. She had never been to a party. Would people talk to her? Would they think she was strange? Should she lie about being from Shimmerview? While these questions may have given her pause in the past, tonight they seemed far away. She looked up, the night sky full of stars, and with no moon to outshine them, it looked like a carpet of light guiding their way. Nyrnn linked her arm in Tray’s.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m just happy, that’s all,” she replied.

      Tray rolled her eyes but didn’t pull away.

      “How did you get so good at being sneaky?” Nyrnn asked.

      Tray laughed. “Spy school.”

      “Be serious.”

      “I am.”

      Nyrnn looked to see a lopsided smile on her friend’s face. “What do you mean?”

      “Mind wynn make the best spies.”

      “You are serious?”

      “Fire are guards, heart are healers, stone make everything work, and mind are spies. Maybe you should have read your book tonight,” Tray teased.

      “That’s part of the training… here?”

      “The Hidden Eye recruit from the Academy. Elite spies for the Chosen, whatever that means.”

      “When I was little, my sister told me the Hidden Eye were ghosts that could listen in on any conversation and would spy on children to make sure they were behaving.” She felt her cheeks redden. Another silly childhood story.

      Tray squeezed her arm. “I only trained for a while once I refused to… you know… they didn’t see a future for me anymore.”

      “Was that after… Nord?”

      Tray nodded. “Nord was amazing. He had no trouble shielding, and he was very good with suggestion. He got in trouble for that a lot.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Nord was… he thought it was funny to mess with the people around him. Maybe push someone to flirt with a teacher, or convince someone their lunch was disgusting.”

      “That sounds… bad…” Nyrnn said slowly.

      “Oh, yeah, Nord was a bit of a jerk. I love him, but he could be really annoying. He would get away with a lot – he was charming. About a year before his injury, his girlfriend came to me, demanding I tell her why he was ignoring her. It wasn’t the first time. They all thought they were special.”

      Tray went quiet.

      “Nord was… charming?” Nyrnn asked.

      “Hey, I can be charming too,” Tray said.

      “Right,” Nyrnn said, even as her friend punched her playfully on the arm.

      They came to another fork, this time one path led towards the grove while the other continued to the stone wynn tower. From here, Nyrnn could see a group of people milling around outside the tower, their voices carrying in the clear night. She could hear laughter and talking, and every now and then something would happen and they would call out all at once. A few voices were raised in song. They had their hoods down, faces glowing from the light of nearby torches, and some had let their cloaks fall to the ground. It looked like the party had already started.

      Rhys’ eyes were up ahead, squinting through the darkness as she searched for Martyn. Nyrnn wondered if he knew how Rhys felt about him. If he felt the same way. She wondered if she could use her abilities to find an answer.

      “Nyrnn?” Tray’s voice brought her back into the present. “Out of curiosity, what do you see when you look at those people behind us?”

      Nyrnn glanced over her shoulder. The same group was still there, close enough to see their grey cloaks, but too far to make out any details. They seemed to have fallen back a bit from when she last looked. “I would say stone wynn, but I think they may also be crashing this party,” Nyrnn laughed.

      “Look closely,” Tray hissed, digging her fingers into Nyrnn’s arm.

      Nyrnn shrugged and looked at them again. She could see there were five, and they all had their hoods up. Their pace was even, and they were making steady progress towards the tower. Nyrnn listened, but she couldn’t hear them talking with one another. They were only a few minutes behind them. Nyrnn shook her head.

      “I don’t know what you are asking.”

      “Here.” Tray fished the null stone out of Nyrnn’s pocket and backed up. Rhys had stopped to watch them. “Tell me what you sense now.”

      Nyrnn felt the null field thin and then disappear. A heavy weight descended on her shoulders, pressing her down to the ground. She felt sweat break out along her temple, and a throbbing began. They were close to the tower, too close. Nyrnn felt her heart speed up as she watched the stone wynn pass around a bottle of something, their voices growing louder.

      Nyrnn looked at Tray, desperate to get the stone back. But Tray did not return it, instead nodding her head towards the people behind them.

      What did she want?

      Nyrnn stopped, turned, and concentrated.

      Her muscles tensed, heat flushing through her body. Anger. A lot of anger.

      She had felt this before, but always from a distance – through the lens of someone else’s memory.

      She felt her knees buckling. “Shadowed Ones,” she whispered.
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      The figures stopped, their stillness and silence unnatural. Nyrnn felt herself falling as if in slow motion, her knees hitting the gravel, sending a jolt through her body. She watched as one broke off from the group and moved in their direction; the others turning towards the stone wynn tower.

      “Here.” Tray pushed the null stone into Nyrnn’s hands. “I knew there was something off.” She grabbed Nyrnn’s arm roughly and wrenched her to her feet. The clarity of the null field provided relief from the intensity of the anger, but it did nothing to lessen Nyrnn’s own fear, which now grew as if to fill the vacated space. She lurched awkwardly to her feet, moving in the direction that Tray was pulling, unable to look away from the group of Shadowed Ones.

      Every time she had seen this in her sessions, the Shadowed Ones had won. Always.

      “Come on, we need to get out of here,” Tray said, pulling Nyrnn away from the tower and towards the grove.

      Rhys stood still, her eyes on the tower, her hands balled into fists. “We have to warn them!”

      “If we’re not careful, all of them will come for us,” Tray hissed.

      A second Shadowed One turned towards them, as if to prove her point. Nyrnn watched them as they sloped across the lawns, their pace still relaxed, as if they were simply heading to the party. But she knew better – they were hunting. The three remaining separated, fanning out as they moved towards the tower, trapping the students who continued to party.

      “We have to go.” Tray continued to pull at Nyrnn.

      “Nyrnn – can you do anything?” Rhys asked, pleading.

      Could she? Nyrnn met Rhys’ eyes. She tossed her null stone to her friend and pulled away from Tray; her fear giving way to hope. Namiga could put thoughts in the minds of other people. The fire wynn could send an energy spike into a person. Surely there was something she could do? Wynn were powerful.

      Without the stone, the intensity from the Shadowed Ones was upon her immediately. Anger lit a fire in her stomach even as desperation pushed her to act. She remembered the cut on her palm and how Namiga’s pain had felt like her own. But it wasn’t. It did not belong to her. This anger was not hers.

      Gritting her teeth, she allowed herself to feel scared. It pressed on her chest, inhibiting her breathing, but she knew it belonged to her. The fear pushed the anger aside, settling the emotions of the Shadowed Ones into a spot she could handle.

      Of course, it didn’t help that she was genuinely terrified.

      The Shadowed Ones continued towards them.

      Nyrnn concentrated, and then, reaching for their anger, she pushed.

      Nothing happened.

      She tried again, trying to grab onto something, but it was as if her mind was trying to capture mist. Go away, she thought, but it wasn’t working. She felt nothing. Opening her eyes, the Shadowed Ones continued to get closer. They increased their speed.

      What was she doing? What did she think was going to happen?

      “We don’t have time for this!” Tray grabbed Nyrnn, jerking her around. “We need to go now! Rhys!”

      Rhys nodded, took one last look at the tower, and then the three of them ran. Rhys reached forward, trying to hand the null stone to Nyrnn, but she shook her head. She ran apart from her friends, keeping free of their null fields. She might not be able to do much, but the anger from the Shadowed Ones was giving her a sense of their general location. The women entered the grove, running along the path and through the darkness. In the distance, they heard screams, which pushed them to go faster. Then the sirens began to wail.

      They paused, looking around the darkness. “Did we lose them?” Rhys asked, panting.

      “No,” Nyrnn said, feeling their anger. “I can feel them coming.”

      “We need to get inside,” Tray said, as she led them through the grove and out the far side. They could see the dorm, a few lights shining from the windows, a beacon of safety. “We could run for it,” she said, tensing, her eyes on those lights.

      Nyrnn shook her head. She could feel them. One behind and one… up ahead. Circling around. Images flashed across her mind, memories of the Shadowed Ones encircling their prey. “We won’t make it,” she said, fear constricting her chest.

      “What are we going to do?” Rhys asked.

      Tray looked at Nyrnn, assessing. Then she nodded. “I have an idea. I know a place. Follow me.” She led them back to the grove, sliding between the trees near the edge, heading northward. Nyrnn could still feel them coming closer and closer, anger heating her stomach.

      “Tray, I don’t know how long we have…” she whispered.

      “There.” Tray pointed ahead, a small building sitting in the darkness. “For the gardeners. We just need to get inside, then we will be safe.” Nyrnn could feel the desperation in her friend’s voice, but she hoped she was right. They reached the side of the building and Tray tried the handle, pulling it in frustration when it failed to move.

      “They’re getting closer,” Nyrnn said, feeling the anger build.

      Figures came around the side of the small building. Rhys jumped, pushing into Tray and Nyrnn. Nyrnn felt the null field spread over her, and she panicked, stepping back. Were these Shadowed Ones?

      Then they stepped into the light. It was Gryff and Cal’in.

      Gryff nodded, his expression serious.

      “Thank gods,” Cal’in said, noting the three of them. “Cover me,” he said, nodding to Gryff as he took a ring of keys from his pocket and began trying them on the lock.

      “What?” Gryff said gruffly.

      “Do your thing. It should work on them, I would think.”

      “No.”

      “There is a time and a place, big guy,” Cal’in said, discarding one key and trying another.

      Nyrnn stepped forward, clearing the null field, pushing her senses out into the darkness. The proximity of the others weighed heavily on her, and she felt sweat trickle down the back of her neck. Taking another breath, she pushed it aside, searching for the anger.

      “They are still out there,” she whispered.

      “Got it.” Cal’in pulled the door open, the wood moving easily, the hinges well oiled and often used. Nyrnn felt a pain in her temple, and she clasped a hand over her mouth to keep from crying out. Then Gryff grabbed her and pushed her inside after the others. Lastly, Cal’in removed his key and closed the door, locking it behind him, and then putting his back to it.

      “Will that hold?” Gryff asked.

      “It should. They’re just people. If you couldn’t break in, I’m sure they can’t.” Cal’in did not sound as sure as his words.

      “I think I could break through that,” Gryff responded, his voice low. “Especially if I wasn’t alone.”

      There was a bang on the door. Another one. And then what sounded like a kick. The barrage continued, and they all backed up from the door except Cal’in, who kept his back there, as if he could hold the door in place. Nyrnn brought her hands to the sides of her head. She felt fear lying on her chest, pressing down so hard she struggled to breathe. At the same time, her stomach was on fire, anger growing with every moment. The pain at her temple felt like a knife, ever pushing inwards. She could feel sweat soaking into the back of her shirt.

      Then Rhys was beside her, an arm around her shoulder. “Are you okay?”

      Nyrnn felt her knees buckle, very aware that everyone had turned to watch her.

      “I’m fine,” she whispered.

      “Take the damn stone,” Tray said, crossing the room and pushing it into Nyrnn’s hand. Nyrnn tried to protest, but blackness had crept into the edges of her vision. As Tray approached, Nyrnn’s head cleared. The weight lifted, and the anger disappeared. Nyrnn gulped, bringing fresh air into her lungs, even as the pounding continued.

      “I can sense them. I know where they are,” she said, staring at the stone that was giving her such blessed relief.

      “We know where they are. They are outside. What else do we need to know?” Tray said angrily, stalking back to where she had been standing before, her voice nearly drowned out by the continued sound of the banging.

      Everyone went silent, staring at each other. With each blow, the door visibly shifted, the pins in the hinges rattling. Nyrnn looked around the space, seeing the others do the same, searching for weapons. But the shed only held wheelbarrows, assorted shovels and other gardening implements. Nyrnn stared at the wood of the door and wondered how long it would hold.

      Then she looked at her friends. Tray had picked up a shovel and was gripping the handle, as if readying for a fight. Rhys huddled by the wheelbarrow, the whites of her eyes visible in the dim light. Gryff moved to brace the door beside Cal’in, the second man nodding in thanks.

      “Gryff, this would be the time…”

      Gryff shook his head slowly, looking uncomfortable, as he braced his feet on the dank floorboards.

      The banging continued. If those Shadowed Ones got in… She had to do something.

      Nyrnn took a breath, inhaling for a count of five and then exhaling slowly. As the air filled her lungs, she felt her fear lessen, flowing from her body and out into the ground. She had failed before because she had tried something she had never been able to do. She wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      Stooping, she quietly rolled the null stone across the floor, freeing herself from the influence of the null field. Immediately, the familiar blanket was on her shoulders, and her mind struggled with the conflicting emotions. She could feel the fear and panic of her friends, and louder, the anger and desperation of the Shadowed Ones outside.

      Anger. They were always so angry. Why? What would happen if they were not?

      Nyrnn closed her eyes, bringing a hand to her chest and visualizing the white ball there, glowing. As her heart slowed, she saw the ball growing larger. It encircled her lungs. Then it was around her body. She stood up. She needed to be closer. Namiga had taught her that proximity was key.

      She could hear the others talking, but she did not take in the words. Someone said her name, but she ignored it, concentrating on holding her shield. She could hear the banging on the door. She moved to a spot between the two men and reached out, laying both palms flat on the wood. The door shuddered, but Nyrnn kept pressing her hands against the door, feeling the forms of the Shadowed Ones on the other side. They were close, but was it close enough?

      She felt for the white light – her shield. It was still there, pulsing, protecting her. She closed her eyes, reminding herself that the Shadowed Ones were just people. Something had happened to them, but, at the end of the day, they were no different from anyone else. Probably.

      I am not angry, she thought.

      She saw swirling colours beneath her eyelids, but they did not form into anything. That’s okay. She knew what to do. She reached out as she had with Nord and grabbed, connecting to the anger that she could feel. With Nord, it had been instinctive. This time, she was aware of what she was doing. The anger was easy to find – it was so loud, so hot, so painful. She held it, unsure, feeling it burn her. So she connected to the ground, giving the energy a path to travel. She felt it arching through her body.

      Anger welled in her stomach. She felt furious that she had not been told she was a wynn, left to suffer and wither in Shimmerview. Robern had lied to her, manipulated her, tried to control her. Namiga had pushed her in that hallway, not knowing what could happen. Tray and Rhys had convinced her to come to this ridiculous party.

      On and on, she felt furious at the people in her life. She had known what to do with Nord’s fears, as she had often felt the same things, but the anger was unfamiliar and overwhelming. The energy continued to run through her body, burning as it ripped through her.

      She felt her body shake. She had to stop – it would have to be enough. Nyrnn cried out, releasing her grasp on the energy and freeing herself.

      The fire flickered out. Nyrnn tasted something bitter, and she coughed. She opened her eyes and saw everyone was staring at her. She felt lightheaded and was grateful to find Gryff’s steady arm next to her. She let him lead her away from the door to a small bench, where she collapsed onto its seat. It was as if she had just run across the campus. Twice.

      “What did you do?” Rhys asked, appearing at Nyrnn’s shoulder.

      Nyrnn blinked her eyes, trying to keep them open. “Did it work?”

      “The banging stopped,” Tray said, watching as Cal’in unlocked the door and slowly peeked out.

      “They’re gone,” he reported, closing the door again.

      Her head felt like it was in a vise. She hugged her knees and lay her head on top of them. “I tried to make them less angry,” she said, yawning.

      Cal’in raised his eyebrows at her. “Interesting.”

      “How do you feel?” Rhys asked, retrieving the stone, but keeping it in her palm.

      The mantle of emotion had settled back on Nyrnn, although it felt lighter than before. “Tired.” She smiled lazily at Rhys, then let her eyes close, exhaustion overtaking her.

      “What about the others?” Rhys said, turning to Cal’in. “They were headed for the stone tower. There were three more.”

      Cal’in nodded. “I’ll alert security. Stay here. Gryff – keep them safe,” Cal’in said, disappearing through the door and out into the night.

      Gryff locked the door, then returned to Nyrnn and knelt in front of her. She could feel the warmth from his body, although she kept her eyes closed. She just needed to sleep.

      “I know you’re tired, but you can’t rest until we’re back in the dorm.”

      Nyrnn mumbled in response.

      “I-I hope this is okay,” he said and took her hand gently. Nyrnn felt warmth seep from his hand and up her arm and into her body. It was different than the heat of the anger. Where the other had burned, this warmed, radiating from her centre out to her limbs. She felt the weight of her exhaustion lift, her mind clearing, and she opened her eyes. She looked at him, his dark eyes concerned, and then he nodded. He released her hand and went to sit in front of the door.

      “Did you just—” Tray started.

      “If they come back, we need to be ready,” Gryff said, clearly not interested in discussing it.

      “But—”

      “Let’s just get through this night.”

      Tray looked back at him, hands clenched. Then she looked at Nyrnn, and Nyrnn felt her cheeks warm.

      “Whatever. What were you doing out here, anyway?”

      “We heard the sirens and found your rooms empty.”

      Nyrnn sat up slowly, already feeling much stronger. Gryff’s energy pulsed in her body. When he had done this before, she hadn’t really understood what was happening, and it had been a tiny amount. This time she felt her tiredness decrease – but it was strange, just like feeling the emotions of the Shadowed Ones. She could tell that this energy was not hers. It was like it had a lingering scent she knew was not her own.

      “So – sneaking into a stone wynn party?” Gryff said, changing the topic, gesturing to their grey cloaks.

      Rhys blushed.

      “I’m sure you did the same in your time. Stone wynn have the best parties. Gotta find something to do,” Tray said, her laugh dark.

      “You know it’s dangerous to roam the campus at night.”

      “Sometimes it’s dangerous, mostly it’s fine. The Shadowed Ones have only entered the campus a few times since I came here. Now twice in a month. It makes you think.”

      Gryff grunted.

      “That is odd,” Rhys said, recovering from her embarrassment.

      “Is our security getting worse, or are they looking for something or someone?” Tray said conspiratorially. Then she looked pointedly at Nyrnn.

      “Me?”

      Tray shrugged. “You can talk to the patients. Maybe they want their victims to remain silent.”

      “The Shadowed Ones don’t have a plan, do they?” Rhys asked.

      “Do you really think they are here because of me?” Nyrnn asked.

      “Something has certainly changed,” Tray said, looking at Gryff. He ignored her.

      “Wait – they were wearing grey robes. Grey robes,” Rhys said, pointing at her own robe.

      “So?”

      “They were here in disguise. That shows planning. I think Tray is right. They were here for something,” Rhys said.

      The group looked at each other, silence filling the room, the muted sound of the sirens continuing in the background.

      Tray pushed to her feet and walked to the door.

      “I’m sure it’s safe,” she said, reaching for the handle.

      Gryff looked up at her, not moving. “Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t. We are staying here.”

      “C’mon, Gryff, what’s the plan? We stay here all night?” Tray said, her voice exasperated. “Cal’in went out on his own.”

      “We stay until it’s safe.”

      “I need to get back to the dorm.”

      “There’s nothing you can do there, you know that. All you can do is get yourself in trouble on the way.”

      “Nord is back there!” She raised her voice.

      “And he will be safe with the others. I told Eya you were gone before we left. She’ll watch out for him. He was smart, staying in the dorm, where it’s safe.”

      Tray huffed, then sat back down with the others.
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      Nyrnn awoke to the sun streaming in through her window and the sound of people’s voices on the lawn outside. She rolled over, her body stiff, and let out a soft groan. They had stayed in the shed until just before sunrise, when Cal’in returned to tell them security had herded the Shadowed Ones off the Academy grounds. Nyrnn shielded her eyes and looked outside. Judging by the position of the sun, it must be midday. She had slept in, but hardly enough to make up for being awake all night.

      Nyrnn pushed herself out of bed, stretching her tired muscles before setting her feet on the ground. Her dreams had been strange last night. She had felt herself sucking in anger, bringing it into her body until she thought she was going to explode, and then pushing it out onto a red-stained landscape littered with prone bodies. She remembered the way she had kept dreaming of the man from Nord’s memory after she had helped him. This must be something similar – something to do with the Shadowed Ones. She shook her head, just wanting to be free of the image.

      On the top of her dresser, she found a clean towel and grabbed it, heading down the hallway towards the washroom. She noticed dirt under her fingernails and could smell earth and sweat on her body. She just needed to soak in a warm bath and everything would be fine.

      Eya was in the hallway, and she looked up as Nyrnn approached. Nyrnn felt a momentary flash of annoyance, not wanting to talk to anyone right now. She pushed it aside, putting a smile on her face.

      “I’m so glad you are okay,” Eya said, pulling Nyrnn into a hug against her small, tight body. “That must have been terrifying.”

      Nyrnn stepped back. “Is Max okay?”

      Eya held a hand to her chest. “Yes, thank gods. He was asleep when the attack happened. He had an awful cold and skipped the dinner. Sometimes something sets you back, and it is exactly what saves you, you know?”

      Nyrnn nodded.

      Then Eya’s expression darkened. “Tray shouldn’t have taken you to that party – you could have been killed.”

      “It was just bad luck,” Nyrnn said, swallowing hard. She recalled Tray’s suggestion that this was happening because of Nyrnn. “Was anyone hurt?”

      “They attacked eleven people, mostly wynn. Seven have the echo.” Her hand flew to her chest again. “I can’t stop thinking of what could have happened to you all.”

      Nyrnn’s heart dropped. If seven were in the echo state, did that mean four were dead? Even with the null stone in her pocket, she felt a heaviness descend on her shoulders. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, closing her eyes, seeing the Shadowed Ones moving towards the stone wynn. She should have done something.

      “Tray shouldn’t be suggesting these things, that’s all. Just be careful.” Eya shook her head, standing straighter. “There is food in the kitchen when you’re ready for it.”

      Nyrnn nodded and then continued down the hall towards the bath. She looked forward to plunging herself into the warm waters.

      

      Nyrnn stayed in the bath as the water cooled around her. She kept thinking about the four who had died. Was it four stone wynn? Four people she had seen partying with their friends? Four. It was so many.

      She hugged her knees to her chest, still reluctant to leave the cool water. She replayed the events of the previous evening through her mind, considering what she could have done differently. If she had approached the Shadowed Ones at the tower, could she have taken their anger then? She knew from her sessions that the Shadowed Ones harmed through touch – could she have kept out of reach and yet close enough to act?

      Despite rerunning the events of last night in her mind, she couldn’t find a solution. They would have come towards Tray and Rhys, and she didn’t know how she could have kept her friends safe. What if all five had turned towards them? Dealing with two had been excruciating. Could she have handled more?

      Rhys couldn’t have helped her, but Tray could have. Tray had trained with the Hidden Eye. She had her abilities, she just chose not to use them. Nyrnn could accept that choice most of the time, but when they were facing Shadowed Ones? What if Tray could have controlled them? Or, better yet, made them stop so that Nyrnn could try to do something? Her friend left her to fight alone, not caring about what would happen to the stone wynn. Nyrnn clenched her hands and gritted her teeth. She could have saved them.

      Finally, the water was so cool that her body began to shiver. Nyrnn stepped out of the bath and towelled off, putting on fresh clothes. She felt refreshed on the outside, but her mind continued to churn over the events of the evening. Not only had she been the only one willing to act on the hill, but in the shed as well. Why hadn’t anyone helped her?

      A small part of her whispered Tray’s words. What if they had come because of Nyrnn? Was this her fault?

      She entered the kitchen, pushing through the door with enough force it hit the inside wall with a soft thud. The room was empty except for Gryff. He looked the same as usual, as if he had gotten a good night’s sleep. He was pouring himself a cup of tea. A plate of bread and cheeses sat at her usual spot.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “They attacked eleven people. Four died.”

      “Five. Eya had that wrong.”

      “Five people.” Nyrnn came to the table and sat down heavily in her place. She looked at the plate of food, but her stomach churned.

      “We kept our people safe – you’re not responsible for everyone,” he said, coming to sit across from her. The steam from his cup curled up through the air.

      Nyrnn looked at the table and clenched her fists. “Could you have done something? Could you have saved them?” She looked up, meeting his gaze, her eyes hard.

      “Saved the five? I didn’t know where they were. I would never have been able to find them.”

      “Could you have stopped the Shadowed Ones at the shed then?”

      He shrugged, but his expression was guarded. “I didn’t need to. The door worked great – and you convinced them to leave.”

      “You are Gerrin Hayne – you could have destroyed them. You should have done something.” Nyrnn felt her face flushing, even as her voice got louder.

      He met her gaze evenly. “And what should I have done? Killed them?”

      Nyrnn threw up her hands. “I don’t know! Yes, killed them. They were hunting wynn. Hunting! You have all this power at your disposal, but you won’t do anything!”

      “Do they deserve to be killed?” Gryff’s voice had gone lower, his tone measured. Nyrnn ignored it, the words tumbling out, each needing to be said.

      “They were killing people! What if… what if the ones from the shed left and killed people? We could have stopped them. You could have stopped them!”

      “And you’re prepared to sentence them to death for that? Without understanding why they did it. Whether they chose to do it? And what if after I kill them, I find out that they were forced to take those actions – what then? You would turn me into a murderer.”

      Nyrnn stared at him. “It would be self-defence.”

      “Self-defence can justify many kinds of wrongs.”

      “What is it with you? Are you afraid to use your abilities?”

      “I respect my abilities,” he growled at her.

      “If I could do what you can, I would have stopped them!” Nyrnn yelled at him.

      “Maybe you would have.”

      They stared at each other across the table.

      Gryff pushed up from his seat. “Enjoy your meal,” he said, striding from the room, his mug of tea forgotten.

      Nyrnn fumed. Six people in the echo state, five people dead. Some of those people must have been attacked after she sent the Shadowed Ones away from the shed. She had sent them to find new victims. Was it her fault?

      She had been in the shed with three wynn who had trained at the Academy, training she had never got. And they had refused to act, leaving it all on Nyrnn. Who, more likely than not, had saved herself at the cost of someone else’s life.

      Nyrnn felt tears at the edges of her eyes, but she ignored them. They should have acted. It should not have fallen on her.

      Then her stomach sank. She had used the null stone because she wanted to go to a party, and because of it, she had almost allowed the Shadowed Ones to attack them. She had been weak, but never again. Namiga was strong. She would have been able to do something. She would have stopped the Shadowed Ones. Namiga needed to teach Nyrnn how to use her abilities offensively.

      Nyrnn pushed up from the table, her food untouched. She marched down the empty hall to her room and left the null stone on the shelf. When the blanket of emotions descended, she welcomed its weight. This was how she should always feel.

      Nyrnn pushed through the door to the other side of the dorm, heading towards the stairs. As she descended, she ran into Tray.

      “Namiga find you yet?” she asked. “I’m pretty sure she thinks it was all my fault, so I wouldn’t worry. Given enough time, I’m sure Namiga will find a way to blame the Draihan raiders on me as well.” Tray tried to make a joke, but the words fell flat. “Hey, what’s wrong? You got your stone back, right?”

      Nyrnn’s stomach clenched, and she ground her teeth. She remembered Tray holding the shovel last night. As if that could do anything. “I needed your help. You made me leave the tower, and then you cowered in the shed. People died!” Nyrnn spat out.

      Tray took a step back. “Hey, whatever, I don’t need this…”

      “Five people died! Even Rhys wanted to go back, to warn them, but you just pulled me away.”

      “You mean I saved your ass? You couldn’t do anything, none of us could. Rhys was going to get you both killed.”

      “You don’t know that. You didn’t even try!” Nyrnn hurled at her.

      “Look, I don’t know what your problem is, but you don’t know what you’re talking about. What was your big plan, huh? Send the Shadowed Ones some cozy feelings? If it wasn’t for me, you’d be in the patients’ room right now!” Tray’s voice became louder, matching Nyrnn.

      “It’s been days. Days that I’ve known I’m a wynn. You’ve been here for years. What’s your excuse?” Nyrnn’s face was hot. She pushed past her friend and continued down the stairs.

      “Fine. Next time I’ll leave you to face the Shadowed Ones with your terrifying powers!” Tray yelled after her. Nyrnn didn’t look back, instead plunging down the hall and pushing through the door to Namiga’s office.

      Namiga was seated at her desk looking out the window, the room otherwise empty.

      “Ah, Nyrnn. I could hear you coming.”

      “You read my mind?”

      “You were yelling in the hall, no?” Namiga turned to face her.

      “I need you to teach me how to fight them. There must be a way.”

      Namiga turned, setting down her teacup slowly. “Not every wynn ability is a weapon. Most aren’t.”

      “I know I can do something,” Nyrnn said, jumping from foot to foot, feeling energy buzzing in her body.

      “You know? What kind of something?” Namiga asked, her tone cool against Nyrnn’s heat.

      “Something. Last night I took their anger, but that just made them leave, find other victims. I need something that can hurt them. That can kill them. Teach me to do that.”

      “You took their anger? I see. And where did that anger go?”

      “What? Away. It wasn’t enough. I need more.” Unable to control her energy, Nyrnn paced in front of the desk, her movements quick and sharp.

      Namiga nodded. “We can start working on what else you could do another day. Today, you are still running their anger through your body. You need a cool mind to learn more. We can try tomorrow.” She turned back to the window.

      “You’re not listening to me. I need to learn now.”

      Namiga did not turn around, clearly dismissing her.

      Nyrnn could feel a pounding in her ears, even as her hands shook. She needed to do something now.

      So Nyrnn reached inside, grabbed at the fire in her churning stomach, and pushed it at Namiga. The reaction was instinctual, and it was sloppy. All she knew was that she needed to get Namiga to listen to her. Sweat dripped down the side of her face, but she was rewarded when she saw Namiga flinch. Something had happened. Namiga turned back to look at Nyrnn, an eyebrow raised.

      “Calm down,” she said, her voice authoritative. For a moment, Nyrnn felt the voice slide inside her mind. She should calm down. That would make sense. She was yelling at Namiga. Was this who she really wanted to be? The voice felt like her own, but also different. Like it was slightly off tune. It didn’t belong to her. Fuelled with anger, Nyrnn pushed it away.

      “Don’t control me,” she said.

      She thought of all the choices she did not get to make in her life – the way people would protect her by deciding for her. Keeping her from living. So she had come here, based on a promise from Robern that he would keep her safe. Instead, she had been lied to and manipulated and trapped in this dorm. And the one time – one time – she had done something for herself and snuck out, people had died, and she couldn’t do anything because no one would teach her.

      She could feel a pain growing in her temple. It didn’t matter; she didn’t care. She ignored it, instead reaching for the emotion and trying again to push it at Namiga.

      Namiga narrowed her eyes. “Maybe we underestimated you,” she said. “I’m sorry for this.”

      Nyrnn braced herself, welcoming an attack. At first there was nothing, and she reached for her own rage again, determined to continue until Namiga agreed to teach her, or stopped her, whatever came first. As she reached for it, it was suddenly larger. Then she could also feel pain, fear, shame, and guilt. Each emotion grew, increasing in density and fighting for space. She could feel positive emotions as well, happiness, joy, connection. But these did nothing to help her as the sheer weight of the feelings washed over her. Each time she tried to catch her breath, it was like another wave passed over her, and water entered instead of air. Her heart was frantic, and black spots appeared at the edge of her vision. Her head was on fire. And then she felt herself falling.
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        * * *

      

      Nyrnn blinked, opening her eyes slowly. The room was dark, minimal light spilling in from the open window. Her body was stiff and her head throbbed. She saw the null stone sitting on the table beside her bed. Movement caught her eye, and she looked to see that Gryff was dozing in her desk chair, his feet propped up on the edge of her bed.

      She sat up slowly, trying not to disturb him, and then squeezed the bridge of her nose, wishing the headache would go away.

      “You okay?” he asked, his voice sleepy.

      “I…” she started, her mouth dry. She shook her head. Gryff leaned forward and handed her a glass. The taste of the water was refreshing, if warm, and helped clear her head a little. Then she groaned, her memories returning.

      “What did I do?”

      “You were upset,” he said carefully.

      She looked down at her hands and felt her stomach fall. “I said awful things. I’m so sorry.”

      “Namiga told us what happened. You couldn’t help it.”

      “I shouldn’t have yelled.” Her cheeks were hot.

      “I should have realized you were feeling guilty. I’ve felt guilty a lot in my life. It’s a hard feeling.”

      “I was so angry…” Nyrnn trailed off.

      “At who?”

      Nyrnn searched her mind. “At everyone. At myself. For not doing something.”

      “Yes. That one I’m familiar with.”

      “I’ve learned all these things, but I still can’t do anything.”

      “You did something. You took away their anger. But then you had to feel it.”

      “Because energy has to go somewhere,” she said, recalling Namiga’s words.

      He nodded.

      “Does that happen to you? When you take someone’s energy?”

      He sighed. “In a sense.”

      “You don’t want to tell me,” Nyrnn said quietly.

      “It’s not a nice story. They trained me to move energy from our enemies to our forces, strengthening our soldiers. When I took on the energy, I would become it. If they were violent, I became more violent. When you take on enough energy like that, you lose who you are.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry for me. I am responsible for the deaths of many, many people.” His voice was thick.

      Nyrnn wanted to say something, but she couldn’t think of any words that sounded right. She still had trouble seeing Gryff as Gerrin Hayne. He had been her first friend here and had listened to her stories without making fun of her. The tales of bloodthirsty Hayne just didn’t fit. She looked at his profile in the darkness, searching for something that would explain how he could be both people.

      “I’m sorry I said you were afraid. That you should have done something.”

      He shrugged, the movement awkward in the chair. “Usually it’s the first thing someone says to me. I should join the guard, or at least work security for the campus.”

      “But you don’t want to?”

      “No.”

      Nyrnn searched her thoughts. “If I had your abilities, I would use them,” she said truthfully. “I wouldn’t be weak anymore.” She looked down at her hands, at her thin fingers and pale skin. Then she raised her eyes to his, noting the way the shadows played across his features.

      “You’re not weak. You made the Shadowed Ones leave.”

      She shook her head. “And then I yelled at everyone and now I’m sleeping it off, again.”

      “The fact that you can be hurt, that you have limits, that doesn’t make you weak. Anyone can be hurt.”

      Nyrnn bit her lip, unsure what to make of Gryff’s words. She wanted to believe him, but he didn’t know what it was like to be weak. “In Shimmerview, right before I left, there was an assembly where some kids were going to perform a play about you – tell the story of the Hero of Starfall. They would be stunned if they knew I had met you.”

      “What would the story be about?” he asked, his tone light.

      “I bet it would start by saying you were born under a special red moon, blessed by Tetwynn herself. And then when the monsters from Draihan came, you grew to the size of ten men and slaughtered them all with your mind. Or maybe red lights from your eyes. Either could work. It seems unlikely they would tell the story of a man with an obsession with sweeping who grunts instead of using words half the time.”

      “Hey!” he chuckled, the sound unexpected and wonderful. “I fetch charcoal sometimes. Don’t leave that out.”

      Nyrnn laughed in response. “Maybe you’re not Hayne.”

      His laughter calmed. “That would be nice. Do you miss… Shimmerview?”

      “A little. Cal’in thinks I should go home, and maybe he’s right, if the Shadowed Ones are coming here because of me.”

      “We don’t know it’s because of you. That’s just Tray being Tray. Tomorrow she’ll say that the Shadowed Ones came because the Chancellor invited them. Don’t worry about it.”

      “But if it is me, how can I justify staying?” she asked.

      “Justify it by learning about who and what you are. I heard you held your own with Namiga. Sort of, anyway.”

      Nyrnn blushed again. “I tried to attack her,” she said in a small voice.

      “Gutsy move.”

      “I shouldn’t have done that. I was so mad at her.”

      “What knocked you out in the end? Just overloaded?”

      “I was angry, and I was trying to get her to feel my pain. I think she tried to stop me, but I knew it was her. So then…” Nyrnn paused, recalling. “I think she amplified my abilities. I could suddenly feel her, and everyone in the dorm, and then people outside the dorm. It was intense.”

      She caught Gryff nodding in the dark. “That makes sense. Good that you shook off the mind control, though.”

      “How long have I been out? I’m surprised I’m not in the temple.”

      “Just a few hours. We’ve been taking shifts to make sure you weren’t getting worse. But – all things considered – I think you’re ‘fine,’ as you like to say.”

      Nyrnn smiled at the wordplay. Then she yawned. “I’m going to go back to sleep. Just normal sleep this time.”

      “Okay, I’ll just keep up my careful watch from your comfortable chair, then.”

      “You don’t have to stay.”

      “I’m comfy. No point in moving.”

      Nyrnn lay back down, snuggling under the blankets. A few moments passed.

      “Gryff?”

      “Yes?”

      “The Shadowed Ones were almost on top of us before we noticed. But without the stone… I think I would have felt them from miles away.”

      There was silence for a moment. “Yeah.”

      “I shouldn’t be using it.”

      “Sometimes you’ve got to use the tools when you are just starting. Give yourself a break. You’ve had to learn a lot, fast. But you’ll get it.”

      Nyrnn sat up, taking the stone in her hand. She slid off the end of the bed and put it in the corner, where it would be too far away from either of them to affect them.

      “I need to get it now.” She crawled back into bed.
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      Nyrnn woke the next morning to an empty room. Sitting up, her head felt clear and refreshed, even as she noted the weight that sat on her shoulders. She saw the null stone resting in the far corner of her room. That was fine, it could stay there.

      She dressed quickly, her thoughts returning to the previous day. She had apologized to Gryff last night, but she still felt awful about what she had tried to do to Namiga. However, yelling at Tray, that was the worst. Remembering her hurtful words made her feel sick. She needed to find Tray and apologize.

      Nyrnn slipped out of her room and headed towards the door that led to the other side of the dorm. She would ask Tray to forgive her. She considered heading to the kitchen to see if there was any lemon bread she could bring as a peace offering, but she wasn’t ready to see the others yet. She had made such a fool of herself yesterday.

      Did she always have to take on the emotions of others? Surely there was another way. And why were the Shadowed Ones so angry?

      These thoughts circulated through her mind as she approached the door to Tray’s room. Her palms were wet as she knocked lightly on the door, preparing herself for the worst.

      No answer.

      She knocked again.

      Nothing.

      “Tray?” Nyrnn said quietly. She pushed on the door and it revealed an empty room, the bunks neatly made, and the window open to let in the summer breeze. Disappointment and relief fought each other as Nyrnn pulled the door closed and continued down the hallway. When she reached Rhys’ door, she knocked and was rewarded with a quiet, “Come in.” Again, Nyrnn steeled herself to apologize to Tray.

      However, as Nyrnn pushed the door open, she only saw Rhys, seated at her desk with a drawing pad in hand, as Nord lay on the bed, chatting nonsense at the ceiling.

      “Have you seen Tray?” Nyrnn asked, her eyes on the floor.

      “Earlier. I think she is helping Eya today.”

      “I said some horrible things to her yesterday,” Nyrnn confessed.

      “She told me,” Rhys said, her voice tight.

      “I didn’t mean any of it. Do you think she’ll forgive me?” Nyrnn looked at Rhys.

      Rhys held her gaze, keeping her face serious. Then she gave a nod and smiled. “She knows. Gryff explained it to us. She even took the first watch in your room.”

      “Really?”

      “Tray is your friend. But it was hard for her to hear… what you said.”

      Nyrnn nodded. “I need to do something – prove I didn’t mean it. Tray is one of the strongest people I know…” Nyrnn bounced on the pads of her feet, looking around the room until her eyes landed on the drawing in Rhys’ lap. The messy hair and mischievous grin made it clear the picture was of Nord. While far from finished, the picture already captured the personality of Tray’s twin. Seeing his green eyes, so similar to his sister, made Nyrnn’s stomach churn.

      “That’s amazing,” Nyrnn commented.

      Rhys blushed. “It relaxes me.”

      Then Nyrnn noticed a pile of pictures on Rhys’ desk that were hidden under a sheet of scrap paper. The corner of a page peeked out, and Nyrnn could see brown hair with locks of white, just like her own. She reached forward, intending to reveal the picture that lay underneath.

      “Hey,” Rhys said, putting her hand in the middle of the page, blocking her. “Whatcha… doing?”

      “Is that a picture of me? Another one?”

      “Yes. That is one more picture,” Rhys said, her voice funny.

      “Can I see it?”

      “It’s not that good…”

      “I doubt that. Your work is always amazing.”

      Rhys sighed. She removed her hand. Nyrnn pulled the top sheet away and saw it was a picture of her sitting in the kitchen, drinking a cup of tea. She noticed underneath was another picture – this one a closeup of her face. And underneath it was another… the whole pile was pictures of her.

      “Woah,” Nyrnn said, flipping through them.

      “I’m not weird,” Rhys said, looking away. “There is just something about you I’m not getting right. Something in your face.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “See – this one – your eyes. That’s not right. That’s not what you look like.” She stabbed a finger at the offending picture. Nyrnn looked closer, not sure what to make of Rhys’ claim.

      “They’re all beautiful?” Nyrnn said, shrugging, unsure.

      “Look – I know I’m getting closer. Each picture is a bit more right.” She dug through the pile. “Compare these: I drew this one right after we met.” It was the picture of Nyrnn in the grove. “And then I drew this one earlier this morning.” She pulled out a second drawing, this time the closeup of Nyrnn’s face.

      Nyrnn put the two drawings side by side, looking for the differences. In the first one, she looked calm and peaceful, sitting under the trees in the grove. In the second, her eyes were stronger, darker, and hypnotizing.

      “Is the second one from… the shed?” she asked, unable to look away.

      “Yeah, right before you… did what you did to the Shadowed Ones.”

      “Did I look different from normal?”

      She shrugged. “We all look a little bit different each day, but there’s something that’s not quite right in the drawing. Something I’m getting wrong.”

      Nyrnn broke her gaze away from the picture. “I don’t know. They seem the same to me, mostly.”

      “Yeah.” Rhys stuck her pencil behind her ear, now looking more carefully at Nyrnn. She stood, coming eye to eye, and took Nyrnn’s head in her hands as she searched her face, her eyes narrowing as she looked.

      Nyrnn felt her cheeks grow warm, unused to this type of intense scrutiny. Then Rhys let go, returning to her pad of paper, where she moved to a fresh page and started sketching. “I’m getting closer, but I don’t quite have it yet.” She sat back down at her desk, the picture of Nord forgotten.

      Nyrnn leaned against the dresser, not wanting to disturb Rhys’ drawing, but unsure if she needed to stay. As she watched her friend draw, the same strange feeling came over her that she had felt last time.

      Rhys hummed as she drew, the song unknown to Nyrnn. It was slow and had mournful notes, followed by something more hopeful. The music seemed to make the strange feeling stronger. Was this what Rhys was feeling? If it was an emotion, Nyrnn didn’t know which one. Nyrnn fell into the sound and let her body slide down the dresser to the floor, closing her eyes, and just feeling into the song.

      Nyrnn thought about Rhys’ family in Littlepoint. Rhys spoke of them infrequently, as if doing so would make her miss them more. Nyrnn knew Rhys’ family was large, the many siblings and cousins all working in the orchards. She imagined them having big family dinners where her brothers would tease each other. Maybe Rhys would draw a picture of her grandmother while her mother and aunt fought over whether there should be lumps in the gravy.

      Nyrnn felt a tingling in her arms and legs, and a slight pressure behind her eyes. It wasn’t unpleasant, likely just a response from sitting on the ground. She heard Rhys muttering and brought herself back to the room.

      “Better. Not right, still something is off.” Nyrnn looked up and saw that Rhys had a large smudge across her forehead, her eyes now shifting between Nyrnn and her drawing.

      Nyrnn shook her head, clearing away the images of Rhys’ family. “I have to go find Tray,” she said, pushing herself to her feet.

      Rhys blinked, almost as if she was surprised Nyrnn was still in the room. “Of course.”

      “Is that… okay?” Nyrnn asked, gesturing to the paper.

      Rhys smiled. “It’s all up here.” She tapped a finger covered in charcoal on her temple, leaving another smudge mark. “You might try Namiga’s office?”

      “Thanks.”

      Rhys nodded and then returned to her drawing.

      

      Nyrnn’s feet dragged as she walked toward Namiga’s office. She needed to apologize, but it didn’t feel like any words would be enough. She had tried to attack Namiga – what could she say to explain herself? To make up for her behaviour? Namiga was the only person who was willing to teach her about her abilities, and yet Nyrnn had thrown that in her face.

      Her thoughts heavy, she paused at the door of the office, placing her ear to the wood. She was met with silence. Of course, that didn’t mean Namiga wasn’t enjoying a quiet cup of tea by the window. Stealing herself, Nyrnn pushed through the door but was surprised to see Cal’in, rather than Namiga, behind the desk. No one else was in the room.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked, coming to stand in front of him.

      Cal’in looked up. “Just going through some of Namiga’s records. I thought she might have something that could help me.”

      “Oh.” Nyrnn sat down, facing him.

      “Are you okay?” he asked over the rims of his glasses.

      “I’m looking for Tray. Have you seen her?”

      “Not today, sorry.”

      Nyrnn nodded, not moving. Cal’in held her gaze.

      “Quite the night the other night,” Nyrnn said, looking out the window.

      “You should leave Starfall. They could have killed you.” He said this firmly but without warmth, as if saying what he thought people should say.

      “I said a lot of awful things,” Nyrnn said instead, ignoring his comment.

      “I heard.”

      “The anger wasn’t mine, but it became mine.” This had been bothering Nyrnn ever since she had woken up. She might have picked up emotions that were not hers, but it was her mind that created the story as to why she was angry. Her mind told her to blame Tray. To blame Gryff. Why had she done that? Her stomach churned.

      Cal’in put down the stack of pages he had been examining. “You did what you did to save us, and you didn’t know what the consequence would be. Some would say that’s heroic.”

      Nyrnn shook her head, unable to excuse herself. “I should have been able to control myself.”

      “You’ll get better. I’m sure your friends have forgiven you.” He was awkward as he tried to provide support. Nyrnn felt his mixed emotions dance across her awareness. They were so similar to her own, a reflection of how she felt.

      “You seem unhappy here. Why do you stay?” Nyrnn asked, the question forming before she had time to second-guess herself. Cal’in was studious. He helped Robern with the notes and he had helped her when the interviews had become too intense. He kept telling her to be careful, that it was too dangerous here, and she believed he cared for her wellbeing. And yet, out of the many people at the dorm, he was the only person she didn’t really understand. He still felt like the same stranger she had met in Shimmerview.

      “I’m happy,” he replied, his voice monotone. Nyrnn cocked her head. She felt heaviness in her stomach, a weight pressed on her chest.

      “Living in the dorm?” Nyrnn asked, trying again. “Surely you had a different life before?” She blinked, seeing something across the back of her eyes. Sunshine and warmth, happiness, flowers. It was right there, but Nyrnn couldn’t reach for it as she did with the patients, she was only aware of it. A flash and then it was gone.

      “Just a regular life, nothing important.”

      She should let it go. It was clear he didn’t want to tell her, and it was none of her business. The girl in Shimmerview would have stopped, leaving him be. But she had changed. She felt bolder. She pushed.

      “Did you lose someone to the Shadowed Ones?” Nyrnn asked.

      “No,” Cal’in said.

      Nyrnn gripped the arms of the chair, recognizing the way his words did not match the emotion. She took a breath. “Why are you lying to me?”

      His eyes narrowed. “Where’s your null stone, Nyrnn?”

      “I don’t need it anymore,” she replied, unsure if that was true.

      “Are you trying to read me?”

      “I know you lost someone. I can feel it.”

      “Did you see something?”

      “I can feel your loss. I know you’re unhappy. I… I saw purple flowers…” Nyrnn felt the heat rise in her cheeks in response to the intensity of his gaze. This was not the cool and disinterested version of Cal’in she was used to. It wasn’t the kind version of Cal’in she had seen a few times when he helped her. This man was all sharp angles and hard lines. Nyrnn stood, awkward, unsure if she should leave.

      But she wanted to know.

      Nyrnn leaned forward and touched the back of Cal’in’s hand. Fire flashed in his eyes, and he flipped his hand, grabbing her arm.

      Shocked, Nyrnn tried to pull away, but he held firm. “What are you doing?”

      “Take a look,” Cal’in said, his voice low.

      Nyrnn closed her eyes, trying to concentrate, even as she felt sweat gather on her palms. Immediately colours appeared against the back of her eyelids, moving quickly, each swirling in to the next. Her breathing came faster even as her heart sped up. It was working. Maybe she could read the memories of someone who was not a patient? She had read Nord’s. But even as she felt sweat trickle down her back, the colours slowed and became nothing. She could still feel the loss and desperation, but nothing more.

      Then Nyrnn heard her own voice, whispering to her. She didn’t know what she was doing. She was going to hurt herself. She couldn’t do this. She was too weak. She wanted to grab for the null stone she had left upstairs. She wanted to run from the room. She wanted to go home, where she would be safe. She never should have come here. She didn’t belong here.

      Nyrnn visualized the white glowing light at the centre of her chest. It hung in the space, providing comfort. With a controlled breath, she watched it grow a little larger, forming into her shield. The whispers grew quieter, and the voice sounded less like her own. The voice became slower and lower, continuing to change until she recognized it.

      How was Cal’in speaking in her head?

      Only mind wynn could do that, right?

      She pushed her confusion aside, feeling her heartbeat speeding up again. She opened her eyes and tried to pull her arm free, but Cal’in was unmoving.

      “Let me go,” she said.

      “Did you see her?” His voice was dark.

      Nyrnn closed her eyes again. Maybe if she found what he was looking for, he would let her go. Nyrnn felt the pull of the loss and moved towards it. Unlike with Nord and the Shadowed Ones, she did not reach out to take it, but instead used the feeling like a trail, following it to where it originated. A few times she felt herself slipping, but each time she was able to find it again by concentrating on the feeling of loss. Nyrnn followed it until it ended in Cal’in, and she saw the image of the blonde woman she had seen before; however, this time, instead of wearing a black robe, she was laughing and had purple flowers in her hair.

      Nyrnn opened her eyes, feeling disoriented. She looked at Cal’in. “How do you know… a Shadowed One?” She felt his desperation increase. She had it right.

      “You’re more dangerous than I expected,” he said.

      Nyrnn was caught up in her success, excited she had done something new. “I can feel her in your heart. It’s like a memory lives there, in your body. Similar to the patients, but different. They live in their memories. Your memories… they live in you.” Nyrnn’s eyes were unfocused as she tried to make sense of what she was feeling.

      “I’m sorry for this,” he said. Nyrnn looked at him, confused. Then the pain in her head magnified.

      “What’s happening?” she asked between clenched teeth.

      The whispers started again. Her voice saying the same statements over and over again. I can’t read the emotions of other people, I didn’t read Cal’in’s emotions, I don’t know who Asrayln is, I am weak and I need to be protected, I need the null stone, I can’t read the emotions of other people, I didn’t read Cal’in’s emotions, I don’t know who Asrayln is, I am weak and I need to be protected, I need the null stone… The statements were stronger than before, harder to ignore. They seemed to slide into Nyrnn and become her, even as she knew Cal’in was the source.

      “What are you doing to me?”

      “What I have to,” Cal’in responded.

      The statements kept repeating. I can’t read the emotions of other people, I didn’t read Cal’in’s emotions, I don’t know who Asrayln is, I am weak and I need to be protected, I need the null stone… Nyrnn felt herself slipping. How was Cal’in doing this? She tried to fight it, but the words were overwhelming. Bit by bit, the voice became her own, and her thoughts aligned with the repeating statements. And then everything went black.

      A moment passed. Then another. She blinked.

      “Are you okay?” Cal’in was kneeling beside Nyrnn’s chair, his hand on her arm. She released her head, blinking. The pain receded.

      “What just happened?”

      “I’m not sure,” Cal’in said. “You should probably rest. Do you think you can get up?”

      “I don’t know.” Looking around, she felt dizzy, unsteady. “I left my null stone upstairs.” Nyrnn felt her breath come faster, panic pressing on her chest. Why did she think she didn’t need it? She pushed to her feet, using Cal’in’s arm as support. She blushed. “I’m sorry.”

      “I just want to make sure you’re okay.”

      Nyrnn took a step. Her legs seemed fine, but could she trust it? She turned to Cal’in. “Can you – could you come with me? I’ll be fine once I get the stone.”

      “Sure. Just one moment.” He went back to the desk, selected a pile of papers, and added them to his satchel. Then he slid the rest back into their carton and placed it onto the shelf. He returned and held out his arm for her to use as balance.

      Nyrnn smiled at him, feeling useless as he guided her through the door and up to her bedroom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      There was a knock at Nyrnn’s door, the sound loud in the quiet space. She was sitting on her bed, wrapped in a blanket, feeling cold despite the warm day. She had her null stone gripped firmly in her hand. Nyrnn had just woken up from a nap, panicked when she couldn’t immediately find her null stone. Thankfully, it had just fallen into the blankets. Holding it now, she wondered if keeping it in her pocket was secure enough.

      “Come in,” she called out, her voice soft.

      Gryff’s face came into view. He opened his mouth as if to speak, but then paused, taking her in. “Are you cold?”

      “Just a little,” Nyrnn said, hugging the blanket closer.

      Gryff moved into the room. “You’re using the null stone again?”

      “I need more time with it,” Nyrnn said, looking down, even as she clung to it tighter.

      “Okay. Maybe that’s best,” he said, still looking unsure.

      “Why are you here, Gryff?”

      He shook his head. “Have you seen Cal’in today?”

      Nyrnn looked at the empty cup beside her bed. She remembered Cal’in walking her to her room and then fetching her some tea. The drink had been warm and soothing, and afterwards she had fallen asleep. “A few hours ago, maybe?”

      Gryff nodded. “You were the last person to see him. Something is happening. The guard just arrested Robern and Namiga.”

      “Arrested?” That didn’t sound right. Nyrnn shook her head, feeling foggy.

      “They blame them for the Shadowed One attack. You need to get up. We’re having a meeting in the office.”

      He came toward her, but she held up a hand in a stopping motion. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “I know. That’s why we have to figure it out. Come on.”

      Nyrnn took a breath and stood, letting the blanket fall back on the bed. Her body felt weak, and she shivered in the afternoon breeze. She walked to her dresser, searching for something to keep her warm. She saw the old pouch from her null stone sitting among the clothing. Picking it up, she slid her stone inside and put it around her neck. Then she pulled on a sweater.

      Gryff opened the door and led the way to Namiga’s office, looking back several times as if to hurry Nyrnn along. As they got close, Nyrnn could hear voices. It sounded like arguing. Gryff opened the door, gesturing for her to enter.

      Inside the room, Tray was sitting on the front of the desk, much like Robern would do, her arms crossed. Nord sat at one of the desks looking out the window. Rhys was close by, her hands clenched in front of her. Nyrnn walked over and sat beside Rhys, who gave her a strange look. Gryff stood by the door.

      “No Cal’in?” Tray asked him.

      “No sign of him, and his stuff is gone.”

      “Robern was so angry,” Rhys said.

      “Of course he was! He’s being set up.” Tray uncrossed her arms and gripped the edge of the desk behind her.

      “Maybe he did something…” Rhys countered.

      “How did he make the Shadowed Ones come here? Is he hiding them in the basement? Maybe he’s turning us into Shadowed Ones? He’s being framed,” Tray said, batting away Rhys’ indecision. Then she looked around the room. “And we’re going to be next.”

      “You think we’re in danger?” Rhys’ voice quivered.

      Nyrnn tried to follow the conversation. Everyone was so tense in the room. She was grateful the null stone kept her from feeling it. Robern had been her protector here, it was hard to think of him being… not here. Maybe it was time for her to return to Shimmerview? But who could she get to take her?

      “Nyrnn?” Nyrnn blinked and brought herself back to the present. Tray looked at her questioningly.

      “I’m sorry about… the other day. I didn’t mean it,” she tried to apologize, feeling uncertain how many days it had been since she had yelled at Tray.

      “What? Sure, that’s fine. Are you okay?”

      Nyrnn shrugged. “I’m a bit tired.”

      “Tired…?” Tray repeated. “Is that all you have to say about it?”

      Nyrnn searched her mind, unsure of what Tray wanted.

      Eya pushed through the door and entered the office. She looked frazzled. Her normally orderly hair was falling out of its usual bun, her cheeks flushed, and she was out of breath.

      Tray forgot about Nyrnn and focused on Eya. “What did you learn?”

      “Let her catch her breath,” Gryff cautioned, motioning for Eya to take a seat. She sent a look at Tray and then sat down.

      Tray tapped her fingers on the desk.

      Eya cleared her throat. She turned around, looking at all of them. “They have taken Namiga and Robern in for questioning. Robern is in trouble – they think he caused the attack. They brought Namiga in for questioning, but I don’t think she is a suspect.”

      “How could Robern have caused the attack?” Tray demanded.

      “The families of the victims know Robern had patients here, that he was doing research into their condition. They think his work caused the Shadowed Ones to come here. They are upset and looking for someone to blame, and some of these families are powerful.”

      “They should blame the Shadowed Ones!” Tray said.

      Eya gave her a look. “You know that’s not how it works.”

      “What will happen to him?” Nyrnn asked.

      “He’ll remain with the guard for a few days.” Eya shifted in her chair, smoothing her skirts. She took a deep breath and then looked at them all. “Robern and Namiga try to keep you all… hidden. But the guard saw you when they came for the arrest. Namiga told me you should hide away for a few days. Perhaps with the other wynn.”

      Tray hit the desk. “I knew it!”

      Eya bit her lip. “This is all a mistake, and it will be fine. Robern will be cleared.” She looked around the room, her hand trying to stick some of the wayward hair back into her bun. “Where’s Cal’in?”

      Gryff shook his head. “He’s not here. Do you know if he was arrested too?”

      She shook her head. “He must have left. Good.”

      “What do we do?” Rhys asked.

      Nyrnn raised her hand. Perhaps this was her chance. “We could all go to Shimmerview. We could stay with my family until Robern is released.”

      Nyrnn looked around the room, but she didn’t get the response she was expecting. She thought they would easily understand why it was a good idea. Shimmerview was safe. And where else could they go?

      Tray cleared her throat. “Seriously, are you okay?”

      “The robes,” Rhys said, her voice quiet.

      Tray turned, ignoring Nyrnn. “What?”

      “The Shadowed Ones came here disguised as stone wynn. They came here to attack wynn, to kill wynn. We can’t just run away, right? They might come back.”

      “What can we do?” Tray asked.

      “Nyrnn told me about a piece of stonetych that Robern thought created or controlled the Shadowed Ones. If we could find it, maybe we could stop them.” Rhys’ cheeks flushed as she looked from Nyrnn to Tray, unused to making such suggestions.

      “That sounds too dangerous,” Nyrnn said, seeing her chance to return home slipping away.

      Tray looked from one to the other. She gave a nod. “Rhys – you’re right. We have to do something, but we can’t if we stay here. We’ll grab Robern’s research and take it with us. See if we can solve this.” She looked at Gryff. “How long do we have?”

      “It will take the guard less than an hour to return. We need to leave as soon as we can,” he said.

      Eya stood, her voice tired but determined. “Go to Namiga’s house – her wife Aleynn will take you in. I’ll take care of Carmen and Jaal. They should be returning to the fire wynn soon, perhaps today would be a good time.”

      She walked to the door, and then paused, looking back at all of them, as if to memorize their faces. “Prove Robern right. And take care of each other.” And then she was gone.

      “Alright,” Tray said. “Let’s do this.”

      Everyone filed out of the office. Nyrnn took her time, still feeling sleepy and a bit cold. Soon it was just her and Gryff left in the room.

      He opened the door, gesturing her through. “Come to Robern’s office. You know his project better than the rest of us. We need to decide what to bring.”

      Nyrnn nodded and walked through the door, heading down the familiar hallway that led to the other side of the dorm. Now that she was leaving it, she looked fondly at the small hallways that had felt like a cage before. She had been safe here. When she pushed through the door into Robern’s office, she looked at the desks and shelves. The strange glass cabinet by the window was still empty, slowly collecting dust across its surface. She had dreaded and anticipated every session she had done in this room.

      Gryff went to the shelves and pulled down boxes filled with files, stacking them on the desk. “Your energy is strange,” he said, not looking at her.

      “I’m tired.”

      “Did something happen?” he asked, reaching for another box.

      “No, nothing in particular.”

      “It’s like you’re… drunk?” He looked at her then, uncertain.

      “Drunk?” she laughed. “What would that even look like?”

      “It’s like… a cloudiness. Did you take something?”

      “Cal’in gave me some tea. To help me sleep.”

      Gryff nodded. “A herbal tea? Smells earthy?”

      “Yes,” Nyrnn said, happy to have found the answer Gryff was looking for. “Where do you think Cal’in went?”

      “I thought he would be arrested, too. Maybe he was.” Gryff shrugged. “I know little about him, to be honest.”

      “You’ve lived together for years.”

      “He always kept to himself, and I wasn’t interested in bonding,” he said, his tone wry. Then he set down another box and walked over to her.

      “Um, may I?”

      “May you what?”

      “Just clear your head a bit.” He looked apologetic.

      “Okay,” Nyrnn shrugged. She held out her hand, and he took it gently. Like in the shed, it was as if the energy from his hand traveled up her arm and into her chest. She breathed in deeply, closing her eyes, and enjoying the sensation. She could tell there was something that didn’t belong to her, but it was Gryff, his energy familiar and welcome. Then she opened her eyes and her head felt clear. The fogginess was gone, as was the lingering fatigue.

      “Wow. That’s amazing.”

      He smiled, but his eyes searched hers as always, checking.

      “Do you feel tired now? Is that how it works?” Nyrnn asked.

      “No – I shared my energy. And just a little.”

      “Right. Thanks.” Her cheeks grew warm. They both stood in silence for a moment, neither looking at the other. Then he dropped her hand.

      “Can you help with these files?” he asked, pointing to the boxes. “We can only carry a few of them. Include any that are about you.”

      “Of course.” She went to the first box, which seemed to be files on each of the patients. She opened one file to find that it contained bibliographic information, along with Robern’s notes about Nyrnn’s sessions with a patient. He had written “confirmed” beside different facts that had arisen during the sessions. Nyrnn was transported back to those days for a moment. Each session was an adventure. She had been so excited to see what she could do. Now… her emotions were more mixed. Sneaking into the patients’ room to connect without Robern present? That had been so dangerous! Why had she done that?

      And yet… there was something courageous about that act as well. Something brave.

      As she looked through the files, her head finally clear, she felt warmer. The air in the room was hot, and sweat gathered under her sweater. She tugged it over her head as she replayed the conversation from the office in her mind.

      “How could they arrest Robern?” she demanded, turning to Gryff. “How does that even make sense? What do they think he was doing here?”

      Gryff turned, some of the worry leaving his face.

      “Finally.”

      “What?”

      “You were so… checked out before.”

      “Was I?”

      “Cal’in made the somn ligus too strong.”

      “The what?”

      “That tea – it helps you sleep, but the effects shouldn’t linger after you wake up. You need to be careful with the stuff.”

      A memory pulled at Nyrnn, another time with another earthy cup of tea, but it faded. She shook her head, concentrating on the files in front of her.

      Gryff spoke up. “Robern’s arrest doesn’t make any sense. That’s why Tray is so worried.”

      “She thinks they may come after Nord?”

      He nodded. “After Draihan sent raiders to Starfall, the guard came to the Academy to recruit wynn they knew could help… The city was in chaos, the Academy too, it had been mostly wynn that were killed. Then the guard showed up with lists of wynn they needed. Nord was on that list. But when they realized the… condition he is in now, they left him.”

      “But Tray still worries?”

      “The wynn have a complicated relationship with authority. Our abilities are a gift for Nubrai, something that is oft repeated when we are needed,” he explained. “Any time the guard come to the campus, it’s a good idea to worry.”

      Nyrnn could hear the bitterness in Gryff’s voice. She knew his name had been on that list. And yet part of her had always wanted to be needed like that. To be able to help Nubrai. Now, being a wynn almost made her feel worse. She should be doing something, and yet she was still the same weak girl she had been before she came here.

      Nyrnn shook her head, feeling as if something were lodged there, causing an itch. “But seriously, how could they think that Robern called the Shadowed Ones here?”

      “There is a lot of talk on campus about what Robern is doing. Few people understand the patients, so there have been many strange rumours.”

      Nyrnn thought of Max’s questions about the patients – fearing that they would steal his soul. She nodded.

      Nyrnn looked at the next file. It had her name on it. She put it with those they would take. “Do you think they’ll come after me?” she asked in a small voice.

      “They don’t know about you, and you won’t be here. Don’t worry,” he said, this time catching her eyes and holding them.

      “What do you mean?”

      “All wynn are registered with the Awakeners when they come. But Robern brought you here on his own.”

      Nyrnn nodded slowly, but it didn’t make her feel better. Not even useful enough to be on the list. Gryff began taking the files she had identified and putting them into a satchel. She looked through the rest of the boxes, pulling out anything that looked familiar.

      “Should we just leave the rest?” Nyrnn asked.

      “The files might be important for his case. We’ll leave them.”

      “Are there any extra null stones in here? Just in case ours stop working?” Nyrnn asked, opening a drawer and only finding pens and paper inside.

      “The null stones are scarce. I don’t think there are any here beyond the ones you, Tray, and Nord have. When your first one broke, that caused a bit of chaos, getting it replaced.” Nyrnn was disappointed, but understood.

      “Okay, we’re set here. Pack a bag. Something light.” Gryff began putting the boxes away. Nyrnn stayed a moment, wishing he would come with her. Then she shook her head and headed out of the room alone.

      Her head felt less fuzzy than it had when she had first awoken, but it still didn’t feel quite right. She climbed the stairs, taking her time, watching her breath. She was fine, she was sure she was fine. She pushed open the door to her bedroom, feeling a little strange to be leaving this place that had become her safe haven. Over the weeks she had been here, she had slowly rearranged the furniture a little, changed where she was storing things, even had hung a few of Rhys’ pictures. It was her cozy retreat. Would she be back?

      She pulled a rucksack from the bottom drawer and started filling it with a few sets of clothing. She grabbed the drawing Rhys had made of the artifact and placed it within her mother’s journal alongside the letters from her family and friends in Shimmerview, and then placed that in her bag. Once done, she stared at the room, again feeling a sense of nostalgia. She took a breath, trying to inhale the safety of the space. Then she grabbed her bag and left.
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      The group walked through the streets of Starfall, doing their best to blend into the diverse crowd. The sun was hot today and its heat reflected off the light stone that made up much of the architecture in the city. A sled had been out of the question, and so the group had left on foot, packs slung over their shoulders. The guards at the Academy had given them a strange look, but didn’t stop them. On a day when two members of the Academy had been arrested, the departure of their small group was not interesting, at least not yet.

      Tray and Nord led the way. Tray had a roughly drawn map she had made from Eya’s directions. She kept one eye on the crowds, the other on her brother, who looked at the people of Starfall with open curiosity and wonder. Rhys walked behind them, grabbing hold of Nord’s hand anytime he wandered off, apologizing in a soft voice when he got too close to other pedestrians.

      Gryff and Nyrnn pulled up the rear. Leaving the Academy had been a hard but easy choice. But what were they supposed to do now? Rhys had said they needed to stop the Shadowed Ones. She was right. Nyrnn felt the same. But how were they supposed to do that? Robern had been working on this for years without success. She shook her head. Rhys’ optimism about their chances was going to get them into trouble.

      Gryff wore his hair down, the ends touching the top of his shoulders. He had a large hat pulled down to shade his face, and wore one of Robern’s travel coats, the fabric pulling across his broad shoulders. Tray had insisted that he wear a disguise on the chance that someone might recognize him. Gryff had protested, sure that without his uniform no one would look twice. But he had eventually given in, donning the strange outfit Rhys had created. It was a lot of clothing for a hot day, and Nyrnn was sure he must be very uncomfortable. However, after his initial objections, he had resigned himself to the disguise and moved easily in the streets.

      Nyrnn was wearing the blue-green coat and black trousers Cal’in had brought her when she was at the temple. It fit a little better this time, hugging her body instead of gaping. She tried to move in it gracefully in an effort to look like she belonged. It wasn’t much of a disguise, but Tray had insisted that they had to be careful. At least she didn’t have to wear as many layers as Gryff.

      After they had been walking for an hour, Gryff took Nyrnn’s pack, lifting it off her shoulder with a grunt. She had been going slower and slower, the gap between them and the others widening. She didn’t protest. Her legs were already tired, and she was afraid she wouldn’t be able to keep up. As she watched him easily add it to his own bag and the satchel, she hated her own weakness.

      Another hour passed, and Nyrnn distracted herself by watching the city, trying to pick out the parts she recognized. While she had only seen a little from the few sled trips she had taken, the patients’ memories had included much more. When she saw a fountain in a square, she thought of Harsho’s memory of waiting for the girl by the fountain. When they passed a market, it reminded her of Alessyano, who had a market stall. She saw houses of white stone and grey stone, some large and others packed together, all similar to what she had seen through the eyes of the patients.

      The streets were busy with people traveling by foot or sled. Wading into the people was an unfamiliar experience for Nyrnn, who, even in Shimmerview, would not have dared to be this close to so many people. From time to time, she would find her hand on the null stone, checking to ensure it was still there, back in the pouch around her neck. She knew it could fail, and that possibility sat in the back of her mind.

      The sun was low in the sky when Tray stopped and gathered them together.

      “Namiga lives just down the next street. Rhys and I have met Aleynn before – briefly – maybe we should go ahead while the rest of you wait here?” It was half command and half request.

      Gryff nodded and directed Nyrnn and Nord towards the edge of the street, where they could wait. Rhys and Tray left their bags with them and disappeared around the corner.

      Based on what Nyrnn had seen today, she guessed that this was one of the middle-income areas of the city. They had certainly passed larger houses, and yet this was a pleasant area. Lemon trees in large stone pots lined the street, and she could see glow stones on the front of each house. Over the rooftops, in the distance, she could make out towers of a large building.

      “What’s that?” she pointed.

      “The Purple Rose Academy. Aleynn works there.” Gryff took off his hat and ran a hand through his damp hair.

      “It must take Namiga ages to get back and forth each day.”

      “Namiga lives in the dorm part time, and here part time.” Gryff looked around, and then replaced the hat as a group of pedestrians started down the street. He stepped back casually, leaving Nyrnn and Nord’s null fields, and positioning himself between them and the strangers. After they passed, he looked down the street, eyes narrowed.

      “You don’t seem to know anyone at the dorm that well,” Nyrnn said, shifting from foot to foot.

      “I guess not,” he replied, his response distracted.

      Nyrnn sat down on the edge of one of the large pots, a lemon tree standing tall behind her. She changed the subject. “What’s Aleynn like?”

      Gryff shrugged. “I haven’t met her.” When the street was clear, he turned to look at her, and she saw a small smile. “What do you think she is like? What’s her story?”

      Nyrnn suddenly felt like they were back in the patients’ room, Gryff asking questions as she made up silly stories. She smiled, feeling the stress of the day melt away. “I think Aleynn is very kind and gentle. She has a warm hug that you can just melt into, forgetting about your worries. She likes music – but not anything too loud. She… is she a wynn?” Nyrnn asked, realizing she didn’t know.

      “No. She teaches history. Go on – what else?”

      “She met Namiga when Namiga was still grieving the death of Tassian, the man she had loved so much she had come to Starfall to be with him. Aleynn was patient, becoming friends and just being there for Namiga as she figured out what would come next. They bonded over their love of tea…”

      Gryff’s laughter interrupted her story, and Nyrnn opened her eyes, realizing she had been imagining the scene. She looked at him, smiling in response. “Namiga loves tea,” she said defensively.

      “Maybe I’m not the only one that needs to learn more about the people around me,” he joked.

      Then Gryff’s eyes narrowed, and Nyrnn heard someone approaching. She saw him relax as Rhys came around the corner. “Aleynn said we could stay for a while. Grab your things.” Rhys picked up her bag and Tray’s and they followed her down the street.

      Namiga and Aleynn’s house was modest. It was two stories tall, with a large window beside the black front door. The only thing remarkable about it was that it was not remarkable. Where some houses had unique decorations – a wreath of pink flowers on the door, a small herb garden, some artistic ironwork – this house had nothing. It was like looking at a blank slate. A house that wanted to blend in.

      Stepping over the threshold, Nyrnn saw a stairwell in front of her and a long hallway leading to the back of the home. They dropped their bags by the door, Gryff depositing his hat and coat, and followed Rhys to an archway on the left. As they stepped inside, Nyrnn saw the large window that looked at the street, and two couches that faced each other. Tray and an older woman sat on one of them, deep in conversation.

      Aleynn looked to be younger than Namiga, her dark hair marked by only a few streaks of grey, pinned up in a perfect bun. She was wearing a fitted deep red top with a short collar over a flowing skirt. Where Namiga had always seemed knowing but also wild, a part of her not quite belonging within the walls of Starfall, her wife was sophisticated, fashionable, and immaculate.

      Standing in front of her, Nyrnn couldn’t help but notice the dust and sweat on their clothes, and wince at the trail of dirt they had left on the floor.

      “These are my friends,” Tray said, pointing to each of them and introducing them. Aleynn’s eyes paused on Gryff, assessing coolly. Then she gave a quick nod.

      “Welcome to my home. I rarely get to meet Namiga’s special students. It is wonderful to have you here, even in these circumstances.”

      Her voice was warm and smooth. She smiled politely at them, although Nyrnn could see her forehead crease, hear a tiredness in her voice.

      “Have you heard anything?” Gryff asked. “About Namiga?”

      She sighed quietly. “Just that she has been detained for questioning. I have been ensured that she will be released soon.” She looked them over, noting their disheveled appearance. “Your charming friend has told me you are hiding out. While I feel this is unwarranted, I can provide you with a place to stay while things get sorted.”

      Our charming friend? Nyrnn got a bit stuck on that description. Tray smiled.

      “There is a bathroom upstairs, and then this room.” She gestured at the room they were in. “It’s not much, but hopefully, with some extra blankets and pillows, you can make yourselves comfortable. I am going to head to the market to pick up some more food. Please make yourselves at home.”

      She stood up, and Tray did too, watching her. “I’ll help you,” she shrugged. “It’s the least I can do.” Aleynn paused for a moment, and then nodded. “Of course.” The two women left the room, heading deeper into the house.

      Nyrnn walked to the vacated couch, pausing. She had been walking all day, and the couch looked pristine. She looked at the cushions longingly, and then sank to the floor and leaned against the furniture, her legs and feet finally finding relief. Nord watched his sister leave, but Rhys put a hand on his arm, and he settled, instead looking around the room. Rhys slid to the floor opposite Nyrnn, and Gryff leaned against the wall, arms crossed. They all looked at each other in silence. It had been a strange day, and a tiring one.

      Aleynn and Tray walked down the hallway, empty grocery bags in hand. As they reached the front door, Tray asked Aleynn to wait a moment, and she ran back to the room.

      “Figure out what we know – Nyrnn – we need to figure out what is going on. I’ll let you know what I find out.” And then she was gone, running back down the hallway, apologizing to Aleynn.

      Nyrnn shook her head. Why had Tray looked at her like that? What did she expect Nyrnn to do? She looked at the others, but no one said anything, waiting. Nyrnn still felt a desire to return to Shimmerview, but she pushed this aside this time, focusing on the present.

      “What are we going to do? How do we… finish Robern’s work?” Nyrnn asked, trying to sit straighter and ignoring the soreness in her legs.

      “We make a list,” Rhys offered, pulling pencils and paper from her bag. “I used to do this a lot when I was trying to understand the stonetych – cross reference different sources and see how they match up.”

      Nyrnn nodded. She had done much the same with her papers as well. “We can go over what we know, and then check the files, see if there is anything new.”

      “You start, Nyrnn, you know the most,” Rhys said, pencil in hand. Nyrnn looked to Gryff, and he nodded, sliding down the wall to sit on the floor.

      “Right. We know that the Shadowed Ones can attack as a group, and the attacks appear to be planned, at least sometimes,” Nyrnn said, remembering the grey cloaks they had worn at the Academy. “We know they are people, but we don’t know who they are. Robern said that some have been killed, but they were not anyone significant.”

      “Are their names in the files?” Rhys asked.

      “We’ll have to check.” Nyrnn saw Gryff reach for the satchel and pull out the files, flipping through them as they continued to talk.

      “What else?”

      “There is a white room where people wear white robes. In the middle of the room was the artifact.” Nyrnn reached into her own bag and retrieved Rhys’ drawing, holding it up, and then placing it on the couch beside her.

      “Robern made some notes here. He thought the room sounded like the Order of the Golden Eye. One of the labs,” Gryff offered.

      “Yeah, he told me that once. Cal’in said that Robern hated the Order, that they kicked him out for falsifying research. That Robern had a vendetta.” Nyrnn recalled the angry conversation between the two men and Cal’in’s explanation afterwards.

      “Worth checking out,” Gryff grunted.

      “So, maybe someone at the Order is creating Shadowed Ones using this piece of stonetych. But why?” Rhys asked.

      “When I saw the artifact in the memory, I felt… scared and excited. Hopeful. The Shadowed One felt that. Maybe it does something more?” Nyrnn guessed. She tried to recall the few times she had seen the room in her sessions, but the memory was hard to grasp, as if it were cloudy. She shook her head, trying to clear it. Had she seen the room once? Twice? She wasn’t sure.

      Then she remembered her other theory. “They also have abilities – wynn abilities. I think they might be wynn.”

      “Wynn?” Rhys asked, eyes wide.

      “I’ve encountered ones that can – sort of – stab you with energy.” She shivered, remembering the unnatural pain shooting through her body. “Other times it felt mental, like what a mind wynn could maybe do. Force thoughts, if that makes sense.”

      “Do you think they are kidnapping wynn and then doing something to them?” Rhys asked, her eyes finding Nord, who had climbed off the sofa and seemed to be following a beetle that was crossing the windowsill.

      “Maybe,” Nyrnn said.

      “But there have been no reports of missing wynn, and wynn are carefully monitored,” Gryff countered.

      “Well, not all wynn,” she replied, looking at her hands. He grunted. Then she looked up. “Anything in the files?”

      “Nothing so far.”

      “Keep looking,” Nyrnn pushed. It felt like they had nothing. How were they going to figure this out?

      “Why would anyone want to do that to a wynn? To anyone?” Rhys asked, still watching Nord.

      “I don’t know. The Shadowed Ones are always so angry. Maybe they are angry at what has been done to them.” Nyrnn recalled the feeling of the anger filling her body, hot and sharp. Angry didn’t seem like a strong enough description. When she had felt it, immersed for those few minutes in their anger, it had been searching, pushing, determined. Desperate. Then she shook her head again, trying to clear it.

      “I might have something here,” Gryff said, pulling a page out and leaning forward.

      “Wait – something is off.” Rhys stared at Nyrnn, her eyes narrowing.

      “You think Robern was wrong?” Nyrnn asked.

      “No, off with you,” Rhys said, setting her pencil down.

      Nyrnn shrugged, uncomfortable. “I’m tired.”

      “You…” She squinted, then brought her hands up to create a frame around Nyrnn’s face. “You don’t look the same. Something has changed…” She discarded the list and reached for her pencils, starting on another page.

      “I don’t think this is the time…” Nyrnn protested, but Rhys ignored her, and hummed quietly.

      Nyrnn turned to Gryff. “I don’t understand?”

      He shrugged. Then he went back to the paper he had been looking at and passed it to her. The paper was filled with Cal’in’s careful writing, which noted locations and times of the attacks. Nyrnn searched and found L’lor Lashriael and Nyrnn Ashall. He had added “youngest survivor” underneath. It was strange to see her name listed among the others. So many people whose lives had been changed, ruined, ended by the Shadowed Ones and whomever was behind this. Because Nyrnn did think Robern was right. Someone was behind this. Someone was doing this. Could it be the Order? Or was Robern blinded by his past relationship with them?

      Gryff touched her arm and made a gesture for her to turn the paper over. On the back was much sloppier writing, this clearly belonging to Robern and added much later.

      Nyrnn read it carefully. Mostly, it was just his ramblings. Here he spoke about the Order of the Golden Eye. He surmised his dismissal had been orchestrated to stop him from asking questions. He wrote a few names, but also had scratched out several, perhaps uncertain who to look at. Nyrnn read through this quickly, knowing they should look into each of these people. Then Gryff pointed to the information at the bottom.

      Here Robern had listed questions for further study. What was the connection between the Shadowed Ones and the wynn? Why would someone create the Shadowed Ones? What was their purpose?

      In a more careful hand at the bottom, he included the following. The stonetych is failing. Is this connected to the Shadowed Ones?

      In Shimmerview they had stonetych, although it was much rarer than in Starfall. Most of their stonetych was used in the harvest and transportation of the crops, or in the temple for healing. She had used to love to go to the market when the traveling vendors would visit, trading stonetych for items in the town. Her father had traded for a heat stone that warmed their baths, a present for Nyrnn’s birthday.

      Since arriving in Starfall, Nyrnn had seen much stonetych, from heating and cooling food, to heating the bath waters, the null stones and Awakening rods, the sleds, lights and more. She had also seen them break. With the heating stone in the dorm, they had been waiting on a replacement for weeks.

      “Can stone wynn fix broken stonetych?” Nyrnn asked, meaning to get the answer from Rhys, who was still caught up in her drawing.

      Gryff answered instead. “Sometimes. From what I understand, they have to be pretty high level to do it. Most stone wynn are just taught to operate it. And most can’t be fixed.”

      “And can stone wynn… make stonetych?” Nyrnn asked, already sure of the answer.

      “No. So if it is breaking, then it can’t be replaced.”

      No more luxuries. The idea of no more null stones bothered Nyrnn a lot, but otherwise she thought that perhaps this was not a huge problem. Shimmerview got by with a lot less than Starfall. It might mean they had to cook with fire or use horses for transportation, but surely that could be done. Losing the healing pods would be bad, she realized, they depended on them. She said as much to Gryff.

      “They use stonetych to defend Nubrai,” he said, his voice low.

      The pillars.

      Of course. She had grown up seeing the strange pillars that pierced the ocean. The fishing boats always stayed between the pillars and the shore. She had heard of kids that had snuck out to touch the pillars on a dare. Nothing ever happened, and the youths would return full of adrenaline and wild stories of the strange fish they had seen.

      The pillars stood guard in the ocean, doing whatever it was they did. Shimmerview was on the point of Nubrai farthest from the mainland, so it was unlikely the pillars needed to do anything. But she had been told they kept raiders from sailing to the Island, although no one had ever explained how.

      If the stonetych was breaking, that would be a reason to act. “But how is that connected to the Shadowed Ones?” she asked, voicing the obvious question.

      He shrugged. “Maybe they are not related. But Robern thought they were.”

      Nyrnn nodded. “We need to get into the Order. Somehow.”

      She turned to see Rhys rustling through her papers. She had pulled out a stack of drawings, apparently bringing her gallery with her for this trip. She was laying out different pictures of Nyrnn and comparing them, eyes going from one to the next. She held up two, finding what she was looking for. “See?” she said, showing them.

      Nyrnn knew they were both pictures of her, but she wasn’t sure what she was looking at. At her confused expression, Rhys sighed and then held up a third picture. “Surely you can see now?” Nyrnn looked harder, noting it was the same two pictures Rhys had showed her before, with a new one, a picture of Nyrnn sitting on the floor in this room.

      “Rhys – I don’t get it,” Nyrnn said, wishing she had better news for her friend.

      “Something has changed,” Rhys insisted.

      Then the door opened, and the voices of Tray and Aleynn traveled down the hallway to them. Gryff quietly closed the file and slipped it back into the bag. He nodded at Rhys, and she did the same, gathering her drawings and putting them away. Tray and Aleynn came to the doorway, both in good moods, their bags loaded with produce.

      “I hope you’re hungry,” Tray said, smiling.
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      Tray and Aleynn moved around the kitchen, plating and serving a feast of roasted vegetables, fish, and bread. They laughed together, Tray’s usual sarcasm gone, while Aleynn seemed more relaxed around the younger woman. Nyrnn watched, fascinated, seeing another side of her friend. As they prepared the meal, Nyrnn pulled Tray aside, whispering, “Are you okay?”

      “I like her,” Tray replied, some of the snarkiness back in her voice. “What? You jealous?”

      “You like people?” Nyrnn teased.

      Tray pushed her gently. “Watch out, or I’ll put vinegar in your food.” She reached forward, taking Nyrnn’s pouch in her hand, pulling it away from her chest. “We’re back to this, eh?” she said, meeting Nyrnn’s eyes.

      Nyrnn felt her cheeks redden. “I need it.”

      “Right,” Tray said, letting the pouch fall back to its resting place. Then she headed off after Aleynn.

      The meal was delicious. After the revelation about Robern and Namiga, and the trip across the city, the group was hungry and dug into the meal immediately. Aleynn was nervous, but also prepared to be a good host. She asked each of them questions about living on campus and what their training had been like. She asked Nyrnn about Shimmerview and her life there. Her questions were polite, and she was able to get each of them to share about their lives, although there was a guardedness in the conversation.

      In turn, Aleynn talked about teaching history at the Purple Rose Academy. Her stories reminded Nyrnn of the Academy back home. Finishing her final paper felt like it happened a million years ago to a different person. And yet… there was something about that life that felt very safe. As she listened to the conversation move around her, she wondered what she was doing here. When Tray had left earlier, she had given Nyrnn a look as if Nyrnn needed to take the lead. As if this was Nyrnn’s mission they were all on. But Nyrnn couldn’t be the leader. That would be too much.

      After the meal, Tray and Rhys cleaned up, and Aleynn retired to her bedroom after leaving blankets and pillows for them to use. Nyrnn busied herself trying to create beds from the two couches and various cushions, seeking to make something comfortable for everyone. Nord wandered around, sometimes moving the pillows after Nyrnn. Gryff was reading the files again, sitting against the wall, and lost in deep thought.

      She caught him looking at her. “You could try not using the stone. Just try it out,” he suggested.

      Nyrnn felt panic clutch her heart. No. She couldn’t do that. She looked at Gryff. “I don’t think so. There’s a lot of people here. And outside, in the street. Closer quarters than at the dorm.” She listed off reasons as they came to mind, very aware of the null stone around her neck.

      He gave her a strange look, then shrugged. “It’s up to you.” He went back to reading the file.

      Nyrnn breathed a sigh of relief. She could feel her heart speeding up, afraid of the very thought of being without the stone. She concentrated on her breath, dragging out her inhalation and exhalation, bringing her heart rate under control.

      She went back to the couch, replacing one of the blankets Nord had moved. Gryff didn’t understand. She had spent most of her life living the consequences of her abilities. She may have damaged herself irrevocably in those early years from her ignorance. She had to be careful, more careful than the others.

      She looked back at him, trying to think of how to explain why it had to be this way, but the words died on her lips. He was reading a file – and it had her name on it.

      “That’s my file!” she said, coming towards him, wanting to take it away and yet feeling unsure.

      “Yes,” he replied, not looking up.

      “Wh… why are you reading that?” She danced from foot to foot in front of him.

      “Background information. Some interesting stuff in here.”

      Nyrnn blushed. What might be in that file? Did it list all the times she had spent in the temple at Shimmerview? Did it talk about how long it took her to complete school? Or how about the fact that no one thought she would be able to get a job? All the feelings of being unworthy returned to her, filling her mind, making her feel nauseous.

      “Apparently, your middle name is Willow. Robern surmised that was because you were born on the mainland. Some kind of homage to the locals.”

      Nyrnn was surprised. “It talks about that…”

      “Not many people are born on the mainland. Makes you unusual.”

      She shrugged, still trying to see the page. “What else does it say in there?”

      “It says here that you have an unusual fear of mice.”

      “What?”

      Gryff laughed. “Kidding.” He looked up, catching her gaze. “What are you so worried about?”

      Nyrnn exhaled and came to sit beside him, looking at the file over his shoulder. “He could have put anything in there.”

      “Yes, all your deep, dark secrets. Do you have any of those?” Gryff joked and handed the file to her.

      It contained mostly biographical data. When she was born, her names, her family members. It contained a short piece about her mother’s death, and a note indicating there was another file on her aunt’s attack, likely with other patients. It made note that she was a student at the Academy, but had no other details about her personal life except to note that she had what was called a “condition” which seemed to cause fatigue, weakness, and in extreme circumstance a loss of consciousness. Beside this Robern had written in his messy handwriting: Does this show wynn overwhelm? Worth checking. That was it. Her life, summed up in a few details, names and dates.

      “Do you have a file like this?” she asked.

      Gryff grunted. “I’m sure I do, but Robern didn’t have it.”

      “Oh.”

      “Are you curious as to my middle name? It’s Yedlynn, if you wanted to know,” he smiled, but this time the smile was more strained. His eyes getting that distant look they often did when reflecting on his past.

      Rhys and Tray entered the room, having completed the cleanup. Tray threw herself onto the couch while Rhys searched for and found her bag. She pulled out her pad of paper and pencils, then sat beside Tray.

      “Please, look. These are the ones I’m talking about.”

      Tray picked up the drawings, looking them over.

      “I don’t know. They look the same to me. Sorry,” Tray said.

      “There’s something there…”

      Nyrnn realized they were looking at the drawings of her. “Rhys, what do you think you see?” she asked, blushing.

      Rhys rose, bringing the drawings as she sat beside Nyrnn. Again, she had the first drawing of Nyrnn in the grove, the one after the night in the shed, and the most recent drawing she had done earlier today. Nyrnn found it strange to be examining pictures of herself.

      “Um… so what are we looking at?” Gryff asked.

      “This picture,” she pointed to the first one, “was Nyrnn just after I met her. She didn’t know she was a wynn yet, but she had been getting stronger by using the null stone. Then, over time, she figured out some of her abilities and this is from after we encountered the Shadowed Ones.” She held the drawings side by side. “There was something wrong.” Rhys gestured vaguely to her own forehead. “But it’s been improving. But here.” She pointed dramatically at a third drawing, this one the most recent. “She looks more like she did when she arrived. Something happened.”

      Nyrnn looked at the pictures. “I… I guess I look more confident in that one, but… that’s just how you drew me, right?” She looked at Tray, who shrugged.

      “Have you noticed something?” Gryff asked, still examining the pictures.

      “There is something off,” Rhys said, frustrated.

      “We’re all tired, maybe you’re just seeing things…” Tray trailed off, as Rhys gave her a sharp look.

      Nord continued to walk around the room, looking like he was checking the walls. Nyrnn watched him, wondering what he was thinking about. When she had shared her memories with him, there was a lot going on beneath the surface of his usually calm demeanour.

      When he reached the centre of the room, he turned to face Nyrnn, as if reading her thoughts. Her cheeks grew hot, even as she reminded herself he could not read her, not with the null stone. Then, just in case, she thought, I’m glad you came with us, wanting to make sure he felt welcome. He tilted his head and then nodded at her, his eyes continuing to drift around the room, making it impossible to know if his action had been in response.

      Nyrnn didn’t really understand how the mind wynn abilities worked. Gryff and Tray had explained it to her, but she knew she was still missing something. Namiga had read her mind a few times, her surface thoughts. She had convinced her she could read the patients. As her mind traveled down this road, contemplating the things Namiga could do, another thought fought for attention. Namiga had shown her how powerful she was, so much more powerful than Nyrnn could ever be. She had pushed into her mind – a strange and horrifying feeling. Nyrnn felt her stomach lurch at the thought, although Namiga had never harmed her, had she?

      She looked up as there was motion in the room. Nord was pointing at Nyrnn and making a strange noise, clearly distressed. Then he held his own head and crouched to the floor. Tray jumped to her feet, rushing to his side.

      “Nord?” She knelt beside him, hand on his back. As soon as she neared, Nord calmed. Tray patted the front of his shirt. “Where’s your stone? Why isn’t it here?” she asked, her voice strained.

      “It’s gone?” Rhys asked.

      “I know he had it when we left,” Tray said, holding her brother close.

      “Without the stone, he must be picking up on… well, everything,” Rhys said, her pictures forgotten.

      “His mind is too fragile. We need to find it.”

      Tray sat with Nord on the couch, while the rest of them searched the room and their bags. However, after an hour they gave up, the stone was nowhere to be found. Exhausted, they sat in a circle.

      “We’ll just have to share them, right, Nyrnn?” Tray said, looking at Nyrnn, challenging her to say no.

      Nyrnn’s stomach hit the floor. “You’re always together, anyway. It should be fine,” she said, her hand flying to the pouch around her neck.

      “You wanted to stop using the stone. You think using it is a weakness,” Tray shot back, reminding Nyrnn of the words she had said in anger.

      “I’m sorry I said that. I can’t. I need it, Tray!”

      “What is it with you!” Tray yelled back.

      The two women looked at each other. Nyrnn didn’t know what to do. She had to have the stone; she needed it. Tray looked at her, a fire in her eyes, also unwilling to share.

      “Uh, right,” Gryff said awkwardly, breaking the silence. “We’re down a stone. Tonight, we just need to create a null field for two people. We can deal with the rest tomorrow.”

      The pictures forgotten, the group settled into their beds. After the long day, the cushions felt luxurious against her sore legs, and Nyrnn wrapped herself in a blanket, tired and ready to sleep. As she drifted off, she clutched the null stone in one hand.
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      Morning light streamed through the windows, waking Nyrnn and illuminating their strange sleeping arrangement. Gryff sat by the door, eyes closed, but she doubted he was fully asleep. He appeared ready to jump up at a moment’s notice. His presence and watchful ways were comforting. After leaving the dorm, leaving Robern and Namiga, Gryff was the only person left who could keep her safe.

      Nyrnn sat up, stretching, carefully removing the null stone from the pouch and hiding it in her pocket. Tray and Nord did everything together. One stone should be enough for them. At her movement, Gryff’s eyes opened, then he yawned. The rest of the group stirred.

      “Morning,” Nyrnn said towards the lump that was Tray and Nord, hoping to start the day better than the last one had ended. She received a groan in return.

      “She’s not a morning person,” Rhys said in a loud whisper. Tray grabbed the pillow from behind her head and threw it at her. Then she pushed herself up, swiping her hair from her face and itching her nose. Nord rolled over, trying to move away from her, but she grabbed his arm, preventing him.

      “We should talk about yesterday… before Aleynn comes down,” Rhys said, propping herself against the legs of the couch and reaching for her pad of paper.

      Tray nodded. “Catch me up.”

      Rhys handed the list to Nyrnn, who took it with surprise. Why hadn’t Rhys just read it? Handed it to Tray? Nyrnn walked through their discoveries along with their conclusion that they needed to get into the Order of the Golden Eye. Somehow.

      “They won’t just let us walk in,” Gryff said cautiously. “The Order is a large place.”

      “I could poke around. See if anything looks suspicious,” Tray suggested. “Maybe find out who works there. We might talk to them outside of the Order?”

      “Poke around?” Rhys’ voice was concerned.

      “Like check out the area, who’s around. Skulk. I’m good at that,” she said defensively.

      “I’m not sure if that’s the best idea…” Rhys said.

      Tray rolled her eyes. “I’ll just look around. Take a little look. Nothing major. See what I can see.” There was excitement in her eyes. A fire. A task she could take on. Tray turned to Nyrnn.

      “We need more information, and that’s where you come in. We need to know the layout of the room you’ve seen, faces of the people who are working there, something more. I told Aleynn you have been training to work with the patients, and, with some pushing, she told me of a friend who lives a few streets over with a patient in her house. She’s going to introduce you.”

      Nyrnn’s stomach clenched. “It doesn’t work like that, Tray. I never know what I might see…”

      “Just try. Any clue could help us,” Tray said firmly. Nyrnn could feel her heart speeding up. Reading a patient meant letting go of the null stone. She knew she had done it many times before. Sometimes she had been okay. Sometimes she had ended up in the temple. It had been luck more than anything else that had kept her safe. But her luck could run out at any time.

      She couldn’t do this. But then she looked to Tray, who seemed so sure. She nodded slowly and then turned to Gryff. “Can you come with me?”

      He nodded.

      “Then I’ll go with Tray,” Rhys said.

      “You’re not very sneaky…” Tray complained.

      “I’m not letting you go alone,” Rhys said firmly.

      Tray rolled her eyes again, but also smiled at her friend. Then she turned back to the group, her expression getting more serious. “But here’s the thing – Nord.” She still held her brother’s arm in her grip, keeping him in her null field.

      Right. Two stones, three wynn who needed them.

      “Clearly, I’m taking one,” Tray said, daring Nyrnn to say otherwise.

      “I can… well, I guess I can just stay with Nord today, until you get back…” Nyrnn said, seeing a way out of reading the patient.

      “No – you need to ‘talk’ or whatever you do with that patient. C’mon, Nyrnn, you used to do this all the time,” Tray said.

      Nyrnn felt her stomach drop. She shook her head. She needed the null stone. Needed it.

      Then she felt Gryff’s warm hand on her shoulder. “We’ll watch Nord. He’ll be fine. You two go – but be careful. You’re just looking for information right now.”

      Aleynn came down the stairs, dressed today in a deep purple coat with matching skirt, again each hair in place, her posture perfect. A hint of darkness under her eyes was the only evidence that she must also be going through a very hard time.

      “Good morning, everyone,” she said, peering into the room, noting the pillows and blankets scattered around.

      “We’ll clean this up,” Tray said, coming to standing and pulling Nord with her.

      “Right…” Aleynn said. “I will get started on some food.” And she continued further into the house.

      “Not a word to Aleynn,” Tray said, “about the Order or about Nord. We keep all of this to ourselves.”

      “I’m sure we can trust her,” Rhys protested.

      “We don’t know her that well. It might be dangerous for us, or for her. It’s better this way, at least for now.” Tray’s paranoia was familiar, but where it had seemed exaggerated at the Academy, today it felt prudent. Nyrnn hugged herself, missing the comforting sound of Robern calling out her name.

      “Clean up the place,” Tray commanded, standing still while Rhys and Nyrnn got to work. She was making a point, of course. If Nyrnn wouldn’t share her null stone, then Tray had to keep Nord close to her. She was trying to show that Nord was in a worse position than Nyrnn. But was he? Tray had said he couldn’t be without the stone, that his mind was too fragile. But he had clearly lost his stone somewhere on the way to Aleynn’s house, meaning he had traveled through the crowded streets of Starfall without it. Nyrnn could never have done that. Maybe Nord was stronger than Tray thought?

      At one point, Tray made Nyrnn take hold of Nord’s arm as she went upstairs to clean up. Nord looked at her, his eyes unfocused, muttering to himself. She tried to listen, to see if he was saying words, but it was more like the chatter of an animal than a person. Nord turned and poked Nyrnn on the nose, making a “bloop” noise. It broke her concentration, and she heard Gryff laugh.

      By the time Aleynn called them into breakfast, they had cleaned the main room with the only evidence of their stay the neat pile of bags in one corner. Aleynn had kept the meal simple, bread and yogurt and fruit, with a fresh pot of tea. As they sat down, Tray took a spot next to Aleynn, forcing Nord to sit beside her.

      “Nyrnn is the one who can talk to patients – to those with the echo.” She pointed at Nyrnn, who struggled to swallow the large bite of toast she had just taken. “She would love to help your friend.”

      Aleynn looked at Nyrnn. “That would be wonderful. Her name is Riarynn. She was… is my friend Hall’or’s sister. She was attacked many years ago. Hall’or brought her sister to live with her here once she could afford a place big enough for them both. She told me she didn’t want to put her sister into one of the infirmaries they created for… them. She was always sure that her sister was still in there, aware. She will be delighted if you can talk with her.”

      “It’s not talking, not really. They sometimes share their memories with me, and we can communicate that way.” Nyrnn felt sweat form in her palms, thinking of the many Shadowed One attacks she had witnessed in those memories.

      “Well, I know Hall’or would love to communicate with her sister in any manner. I will take you to her house on my way to the Ministry.”

      “Are you going to see Namiga?” Rhys asked.

      “I’m going to try to. I have contacts in the guard. If she isn’t being charged, she should be released today. Honestly, she should have been released yesterday. I’m worried there is more going on here. There is still some prejudice against outsiders, especially in the guard. I need to make sure she is being treated okay.”

      The table went quiet. It was strange to think of Namiga, the woman they both feared and respected, being kept somewhere against her will.

      “Is there anything we can do to help?” Rhys asked.

      Aleynn smiled a tight smile. “Not yet, but thank you. If I learn something new, I will let you know. For now, let’s hope she is released today and she can come home.” She looked at Tray and Rhys. “What are you going to do today?”

      “We thought we would head back to the Academy, check in with some people we know there,” Tray lied, waving vaguely.

      “That’s a long way. Do you need me to call for a sled?”

      “No, thanks. We have a few stops we want to make on the way. Plus, walking is great exercise.” Tray shrugged, smiling at Aleynn. The older woman nodded.

      The group moved on to other topics, commenting on the ripe berries (from Littlepoint, Rhys was clear to point out) and the city. Nyrnn kept quiet, eating slowly without tasting the food. When Rhys had insisted something was wrong, she had reacted defensively. But she did feel different. Off. Was there something wrong with her? She shook her head, trying to clear it. Maybe it would be good to see a patient today. She could do this. Hopefully.
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      Nyrnn, Gryff, Nord and Aleynn walked down the street. Rhys and Tray had already left to check out the Order and see what they could learn. When Tray and Rhys had left, Nyrnn had expected Nord to be upset, as he was almost always with one of them. But when Tray hugged him goodbye, he hadn’t reacted, and once she was out the door he had gone back to looking out the window. Nyrnn linked arms with Nord as they walked, his arm warm against hers. She saw people look at them, likely thinking they were together. But Nord seemed to barely notice they were connected, his attention on the people and houses around them.

      Nyrnn wondered what he was experiencing. What was the world like for him? He seemed happy, at least most of the time. His shaggy brown hair was getting long, pieces floating in the soft summer breeze. Sometimes he would point at something or someone. Nyrnn would look, but couldn’t discern what had given him pause. He smelled faintly of cedar, which was new. Something he had found in Aleynn’s bathroom?

      “Hall’or’s house is just up here. She is a lovely woman. When you are done, head back to my house and make yourselves comfortable. I don’t know when I’ll be back.” Aleynn had given both Tray and Gryff keys so they could use the house as they wished.

      They rounded a corner and Aleynn walked to a door and knocked. She waited, clearly impatient.

      “Thanks for this,” Nyrnn said, knowing that Aleynn would rather be elsewhere.

      “Just see that you give Hall’or some peace, if you can,” she said, knocking again.

      The door opened, revealing a short woman with brown hair tied back in a long braid. She smiled, showing light wrinkles that fell easily into this expression, one she clearly held often.

      “Aleynn? What a surprise,” she said, her eyes questioning as she took in the rest of them.

      “Hall’or – these are… friends.” Aleynn said “friends” slowly, as if unsure what word to use. “They are training to work with victims. I thought they might help with Riarynn, if you’re not too busy today.”

      Hall’or smiled more broadly. “What a treat! I knew Namiga worked with special students. I am happy to volunteer Riarynn. She has been unsettled today – perhaps you will have a better luck figuring out why than the healers have.”

      “I hate to rush,” Aleynn said, looking over her shoulder.

      “Have you heard from Namiga yet?”

      “Not yet. I must—”

      “Of course.” Hall’or pushed through the door and took the sophisticated woman into a bear hug. Aleynn looked annoyed and also relieved. “You go get her,” Hall’or said. Aleynn nodded, and turned and walked away, her pace fast on the stone street.

      “You’re students at the Academy?” Hall’or asked, ushering them inside and closing the door. “If you don’t mind me saying so, you seem a little old to be students.” Her eyes looked to Gryff in particular, landing and pausing on his features. “Have we met before?”

      “I don’t think so,” he mumbled, looking away. He had refused to wear a disguise today. Rhys had suggested that he dye his hair, but Aleynn had sided with him, sure that most people would not recognize him.

      “We’re advanced students,” Nyrnn lied.

      “Well, anything you can do for my sister would be wonderful.” She led them down a hallway. The layout was similar to Aleynn’s house; however, where Aleynn’s decoration was reserved, Hall’or’s was much more eclectic, bright colours battling each other for attention. It reminded Nyrnn of the scarves her aunt used to decorate her home. Before.

      She led them the short distance to the sitting room. There were colourful cushions on the couches and abstract tapestries decorated the walls. Plants sat on the windowsill, ivies that hung across and down. An older woman sat in a chair facing the window. Her eyes were faraway, looking and yet focusing on nothing. She held some needlework in her lap, but instead of working on it, she clenched the cloth in her hands, wringing it one way and then the other. It was strange behaviour.

      “When did she start doing this?” Nyrnn asked, pointing to her hands.

      “A few days ago. She’s destroying the pattern she made. It’s a shame, she takes over a month to do those.”

      “And this is unusual?”

      “She has been unsettled before. When we moved to this house, that was hard for her. But nothing has changed lately. I’m not sure what is happening.” Hall’or smiled again, but the smile did not reach her eyes. She turned to them. “What kind of work do you do?”

      Nyrnn searched her mind and settled on an explanation she had come up with on the walk over. “I’m learning how to calm patients. I’m sorry it’s not much…”

      “Nonsense, that’s perfect. Tetwynn has sent you to answer my prayers. What do you need me to do?”

      “Um…” Nyrnn wasn’t sure. It felt different now. She felt different. But why would that be? She took a breath, trying to calm her nerves.

      “I’ll need you to sit outside the room. I’ll let you know when I’m done.”

      Hall’or nodded, then reached forward, taking Nyrnn into a hug. The embrace was unexpected, and Nyrnn found herself wrapped in the woman’s scarves.

      “Thank you,” Hall’or said, and then released her.

      Nyrnn nodded again, feeling uncertain. Was she telling the truth? Was she up to this? Hall’or walked to her sister, gave her a hug, and then left the room. Gryff pulled two chairs to the opposite side of the room for him and Nord. Nyrnn’s heart sped up as they prepared. Her hands shook as she removed the null stone from the pouch, her fingers unwilling to let it go.

      Gryff held out his hand, palm up.

      “I need it,” she whispered.

      “It will be right here,” Gryff responded. “You’ve done this many times. You’ll be fine.”

      She went to move her hand, but something was still stopping her. She felt weak, scared. Her heart pounded in her chest, and her breathing was coming faster and faster. She felt like she was back outside of the assembly, falling to the ground, a weak girl unable to do anything.

      What was wrong with her?

      She felt Gryff’s warm fingers take the stone from her hand.

      “Go on,” he said.

      She took a step, coming to the edge of the null field. Her heart hammered in her chest. She went to take another step – this one would take her out of the field, but her feet felt like they were glued to the ground. She longed to grab the stone. Instead, she balled her hands into fists. No. She could do this.

      She shuffled a foot forward, taking only a half-step. Then she turned back, thinking to speak to Gryff, but in reality her eyes immediately went to search for the null stone he held.

      “Something is wrong with me,” she said, fighting the urge to leap back and take it.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I need that stone. I know that I’ve done this before. I remember. And yet every fiber of my body wants to hold the stone. I’ve never felt like this before.”

      He was quiet for a moment. Then he stood, placing the null stone on his chair, and walked over to Nyrnn. Awkwardly, he grabbed her hands, and she felt heat rise in her cheeks.

      “Close your eyes,” he instructed. She did as he said. “Remember when Tray asked you to help Nord? You didn’t know you were a wynn, you didn’t know what you were doing, but you took his hand and you tried. Remember how that felt.” Nyrnn could feel him shuffling, but she concentrated on the memory. She had been scared and uncertain, but Tray and Nord had needed her. When she connected to Nord, she had felt okay. When she had taken his emotion, it had been hard, but she had done it.

      Concentrating on her own feelings, she also felt something more. She saw herself, as if from someone else’s vantage point, holding Nord’s hand in the small room. Looking at herself, she felt surprised and… something more. Impressed. She opened her eyes slowly.

      “You can do this,” Gryff said.

      Nyrnn saw he had moved them, shifting her out of the null field. She took a breath, biting her lip.

      I am fine. I am fine. I am fine, she repeated to herself.

      Finally, she nodded at Gryff, and let go of his hands, turning and approaching Riarynn. As she moved, she remained aware of where the null stone was, feeling a continued pull to touch it again. But this time, she ignored it.

      She reached Riarynn’s side and sat down, looking into the woman’s eyes. She thought of the last two patients she had read at the dorm. It had been easy. She hadn’t even needed Namiga’s help for Greyta. She took Riarynn’s hand in her own, noticing the flesh was cool to the touch. Then she closed her eyes.

      Hello, Riarynn, she said. Colours flashed against the back of her eyelids. Your sister Hall’or says hello. The colours formed into an image in front of her. She was sitting in a room not unlike the one they were in, and in front of her was another Hall’or, a much younger one. Hall’or laughed and held out a hand and Nyrnn grabbed it. The feeling of comfort and companionship was strong, a warm hug that put Nyrnn at ease. She felt herself smiling.

      Your sister is worried. She says you have been upset these past few days. Are you upset? The images swirled. Nyrnn had never asked about the present before, and she was curious about what might happen. To be more curious than scared – this felt familiar and yet it had been a while since she had felt this way. The colours coalesced and became a different picture. Nyrnn was seated at the front of the house, looking out at the street. It was dark. She looked down. She was in some kind of nightdress. Did she come down here? Why? She looked through the window.

      The street was empty, lights on each building bringing a soft glow to the night. Then Nyrnn saw them – shadows appearing at the far end of the street. There were three of them, Shadowed Ones, in dark cloaks. There was something about their movements that made them appear to float over the stone. Nyrnn felt her stomach drop. Riarynn knew what they were, she knew they were Shadowed Ones, that they had done this to her. They paused at different houses, as if trying to find the right one, and then moved on to the next. When they came to Riarynn’s house, they paused. During that moment, Nyrnn felt as if she couldn’t breathe. Were they going to come in? Were they going to get her?

      And then they flew down the street, stopping at another door and then another. Clearly, their target was somewhere else, and within a moment, they disappeared. Nyrnn felt herself stand, look out the window, seeing without seeing, to make sure they were not coming back.

      Now that she knew why the woman was scared, what could she do? How could she help? How do you tell a person who is locked in the echo state that she is okay? The Shadowed Ones are not after her.

      Nyrnn felt sweat form at her brow, her palms becoming clammy. What was she doing? She was just a sick girl from Shimmerview. She was going to hurt herself. Nyrnn felt her stomach fall, and she swallowed. But beyond her fear was the fear of Riarynn, and knowing that Riarynn was afraid gave Nyrnn courage. She had to do something.

      When Riarynn had shown her Hall’or, Nyrnn had felt friendship. No, more than that. A protector. Nyrnn understood that feeling. She thought about the many times Hala had walked her home or brought her school work. She focused on the feeling of being safe and cared for. As she concentrated, she could feel the emotions and memories bind together. And then she offered it to Riarynn.

      This differed from when Nyrnn had tried to throw her pain at Namiga. That had been an action of anger. She had wanted to hurt Namiga. This time, she treated the feeling as an offering. It was up to Riarynn if she wanted it. She will protect you, Nyrnn added, squeezing Riarynn’s hand.

      An image of young Hall’or flashed in her mind, and then was gone. Nyrnn could feel Riarynn relax, her fears lessen, but not disappear. Nyrnn did not know if there was anything more she could do, but at least she would be able to tell Hall’or what the problem had been. Questions popped into Nyrnn’s head. Did the Shadowed Ones come by every night, or did Riarynn know they would be there? Was there some kind of connection between Riarynn and the Shadowed Ones that continued long after the attack? Nyrnn filed away these questions for later.

      Nyrnn took a breath. It was time. A small voice called out in protest, sure that Nyrnn was making the wrong choice, ensuring her own harm. She shoved it away again, even as a throbbing began in her temple. Can you show me when you were attacked by the Shadowed Ones? Nyrnn felt the fear return. Please. I’m trying to stop them. She hoped Riarynn understood. Nyrnn did not push. She didn’t want to force the woman to share if it was too painful for her.

      The images distorted and blurred, leaving blocks of colour without shape. Then they cleared, and Nyrnn saw herself in the streets of Starfall. She felt happy and tired, like she had had a great day, and was looking forward to a good night’s sleep. The sky was dark, and Nyrnn was walking away from somewhere that had a lot of light and noise, a celebration of some sort, her senses still tingling from what she had seen.

      As she walked through the dark streets, she felt no sense of trepidation. No sense of what Nyrnn knew would come next. As Nyrnn turned the corner, she saw them. One in front and another to the side. Riarynn’s fear hit Nyrnn, sharper than before, surprise mixing with terror. Nyrnn gritted her teeth, feeling her chest constrict at the sight of the familiar forms. It was just a memory. She knew it was just a memory. And yet it felt like it had the first few times she had tried to read a patient. Panicked, Nyrnn reached out and stopped the memory, the Shadowed Ones frozen mid-stride.

      Nyrnn visualized the white light in her chest. It was small, smaller than usual, half the size of her fist. But she saw it glowing, mighty in the darkness around it. Inhaling slowly and purposefully, she saw it increase in size a little. Then a little more. As it grew, she felt calmer.

      She released the memory, letting it move forward. They swept across the stone, coming closer and closer, until one reached out a hand, the hood still obscuring their identity even as their all-too-human hand came forward. Nyrnn braced herself, digging her feet into the ground, afraid of what would come next. Even as she could feel sweat drip down the back of her neck, she tried to remember the feeling of helping Nord, but the image wouldn’t stick. The way they moved, it was the same as what she had seen at the Academy as the Shadowed Ones had chased them across the grounds.

      Energy arched through her body, the lightning from the Shadowed One’s hand searing as it flowed through her shoulder, and she cried out in pain. She released Riarynn’s hand. Pain across the back of her head fought with the pain in her shoulder, and Nyrnn squeezed her eyes shut, just wanting to make it stop. She couldn’t do this. She wasn’t strong enough. Her courage was gone and fear filled her body, her lungs struggling to fill even as her chest constricted. It was too much.

      Then her head and vision cleared, and she felt relief as Gryff reached her side, null stone in hand. He moved to touch her shoulder, worry in his eyes, but she jerked, keeping it out of reach. Her shoulder throbbed where the Shadowed One had attacked Riarynn, and pain echoed down her arm. She cradled it protectively.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, his voice low, as he handed her the null stone.

      She shook her head. “Something is very wrong with me.” She knew she should have been able to face the Shadowed One, go into the memory and find the shard. Something had changed. She stood, her legs shaky.

      “Are you done?” Hall’or asked, peeking around the corner of the door frame, drawn by Nyrnn’s cry. Nyrnn took a breath and forced a smile onto her face, trying to look normal.

      “Yes, we’re all finished.”

      Hall’or entered, walking to her sister. Riarynn was no longer twisting the needlework.

      Nyrnn wanted to be out of the room, out of the house. She gritted her teeth, determined to finish as quickly as possible. “Riarynn saw Shadowed Ones come down the street the other night. She was frightened. I… I tried to tell her you would protect her. That’s how she sees you. I think she’ll be okay now.”

      Hall’or smiled, tears at the edges of her eyes. Nyrnn looked at this woman who had taken care of her sister all these years. As she did so, she was reminded of her father talking with L’lor, and of everyone who had worked to care for Nyrnn. To have such help was a gift. She wished she could do more for Hall’or. Instead, she said, “Riarynn is really thankful you’ve taken care of her all these years. She loves you a lot.”

      Hall’or made a noise and then hugged her sister. “Don’t you worry, we’ll get a guard dog. Won’t that be fun? That way you don’t have to worry, right, and you can get a good night’s sleep…” She continued to coo over her sister.

      “Thanks, Hall’or – for letting me practice,” Nyrnn said, feeling her shirt stick to her, wet with cold sweat.

      Hall’or looked up. “Thank you so much. I know others – you could help so many families.”

      Nyrnn felt her stomach drop, even as she kept a smile on her face. She had failed. She had barely helped Riarynn and could not find out any additional information about the Shadowed Ones. Her ability, which had once felt so promising, had been impossible to control – her own emotions tearing her apart. Gryff grabbed Nord, and they exited the house, Nyrnn continuing to hold her injured arm, the null stone tucked safely back in her pocket.
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      Nyrnn held on to Nord’s arm as they walked back to Aleynn’s house, lost in her own thoughts. When she was communicating with Riarynn, it had felt easy. It had felt right. That was until the Shadowed Ones had come. She felt as she had that first time, reliving her memory of L’lor’s attack. She felt the way she had in the shed as they pounded on the door at the Academy. Maybe what was wrong with her was that this wasn’t someone else’s story, something she could view from an objective perspective. She had faced them twice. She knew that she would see the Shadowed Ones again, it was only a matter of time.

      They returned to Aleynn’s house and let themselves in. It was strange being in it without the others, and it felt as if they were sneaking around a stranger’s house. Nyrnn brought Nord to the main room and then released his arm as she sat down. Gryff headed into the kitchen to make tea.

      “How are you?” Nyrnn asked Nord, looking at him. He looked at her for a moment, and then away. He didn’t seem to acknowledge her question. He tapped his fingers on his leg as if in tune to a song she could not hear. He stood, moving away from her and wandering around the room.

      Tray had told her that something had happened to Nord’s mind when he was being trained for the Hidden Eye. That he had been injured. But how did one injure their mind?

      Questions tumbled through her thoughts as she watched the young man crouch in front of a vase of flowers, yellow and red roses arranged beautifully. Part of her wanted to set down the null stone and try to connect with him again, the curious part of her sure she could discover something. However, now the other part – the scared part – had gotten much louder, and she found herself unable to do so. Nyrnn couldn’t help but wonder if they didn’t really know what was wrong with Nord, much the way that she had not really known what was wrong with her. How she still didn’t know.

      Gryff returned to the room with three cups of tea balanced in his large hands. He set one down in front of each of them and took a seat across from her.

      Gryff blew across the top of his tea, clearing the steam. “Turns out they do have a lot of tea.”

      Nyrnn laughed, the sound involuntarily bursting from her chest as Gryff grinned.

      “So, Shadowed Ones, eh?”

      “They were going house to house, as if looking for someone. It was… terrifying. Are they just always out there?”

      “It’s not unusual to see them from time to time. If you keep the doors locked, they shouldn’t be able to get in.”

      Nyrnn thought of the old wooden door, shaking against the blows from the Shadowed Ones. She swallowed.

      “You think they were looking for someone?” he asked.

      “They stopped at each door for a moment and then moved on. It felt deliberate. It could be someone in this area.”

      “Like Namiga?”

      “You think they were targeting her?” Nyrnn asked.

      He shrugged. “The Academy and now here. We have to consider it.”

      Nyrnn held her tea in both hands, feeling the warmth travel up her palms and into her arms.

      “How’s your shoulder?”

      “It’s better now, but it was worse than last time. I… I couldn’t stay in it. I couldn’t go into the Shadowed One’s memory. I failed.” She looked down at her tea, even as her shoulder continued to ache.

      “Don’t punish yourself.”

      “Do you ever feel scared?” Nyrnn asked, her voice quiet.

      “Everyone feels scared.”

      “Were you scared in the shed?”

      “Sure.”

      “When you were on the battlefield, fighting our enemies, these people who had come into Starfall and killed wynn, were you scared? Or did you know you would win?”

      She heard him shuffling his position, but she kept her eyes on her tea, staring into its depths.

      “You can never know that you will win. I saw archers kill fire wynn.”

      “How did you…” Nyrnn searched for the right words.

      “Keep going?” Gryff suggested. “You’ll be fine, you know. You just need some time.”

      “But how did you do it?”

      “There is no secret. It’s just time and experience.”

      Nyrnn looked up at Gryff, placing her cup on the ground. “Is that what worked for you? Didn’t you have to just keep fighting? You didn’t have time.” I’m not sure I have time, she added silently, feeling that her one useful contribution was out of reach.

      He looked away, his hands twisting his mug around. “I… I wasn’t scared. I was furious.” He shook his head. “And I did things I regret. Take your time – do better than I did.” Then he set his mug on the table and pushed up to standing and headed towards the back of the house. Nyrnn watched him go, trying to think of something to say, to take back her question and let him give her vague responses. But it was too late. She sat in the room, watching Nord pull books from the bookshelf, one by one.

      

      A few hours passed before Tray and Rhys returned. After a while, Gryff had come back to the room and started reading Robern’s files. Nyrnn had just sat, resting her head on her arms, drifting in and out of sleep. Fatigue had settled into her body, more demanding than her worries. She wondered what help she could provide if she could no longer read the patients? And this left her feeling more lost than she had expected.

      She tried to push this thought from her mind as her friends entered the room. Immediately Tray looked to Nord, who had piled the books on top of one another. She shot Nyrnn a glance, then ran over to her brother and gave him a hug, knocking one book to the ground. Then she grabbed his arm and brought him back to the couch and took a seat.

      Nyrnn had been watching Nord with the books, even as she had let her thoughts wander. When Tray grabbed him, he had smiled, but as they sat on the couch, he seemed different. A little less present than he had before. She shook her head, unsure of what it meant.

      “How did it go?” Nyrnn asked.

      “Fantastic!” Tray laughed.

      Rhys looked nauseous. “We almost got caught. Twice!”

      “But we didn’t.”

      Rhys sighed, then she left and went into the kitchen. They could hear her boiling water and getting out plates.

      “She’s just a little worried,” Tray said.

      “Did anyone see you?” Gryff asked.

      “I’m sure plenty of people saw us. But no, no one figured out what we were doing. We spent most of the day in a park trying to look like we belonged there.” Tray rolled her eyes. However, even as she played down the event, Nyrnn could see a breathless excitement about her.

      Tray’s stomach growled. “I am starving. Spying really creates an appetite, eh?” She got up, moving towards the kitchen. Nyrnn watched as she moved farther away from Nord, and she thought she saw him perk up a little. He must feel the null field moving away, lessening. She knew she should hurry over beside him, but something kept her seated.

      Tray was afraid to be without the stone, that was clear. Why she was afraid Nyrnn didn’t know. Every time she had asked, Tray would deflect. Tray ensured Nord was always in a null field. Was that what he wanted? She watched him.

      Nord’s eyes focused a bit more, their movement less random as they looked around the room, this time taking things in. He looked at Gryff, then tilted his head to the side, as if curious. After a moment, he gave a small nod, and then turned to Nyrnn. He danced around the edge of the null field around her, clearly knowing how to avoid it. Then he met Nyrnn’s eyes, something he rarely did. Nyrnn looked back. He shook his head slowly back and forth in a “no” gesture. He didn’t look distressed. Nyrnn felt her hand going for her null stone. Keeping her eyes on Nord, she rubbed her thumb across its smooth surface. What was he doing?

      The stars are dark, she heard in a voice she had heard only once before. In her mind. She looked to Gryff.

      “Did you hear that?”

      “Hear what?” He asked, confused.

      Nyrnn looked back at Nord. He shrugged, grinned, and hopped to the kitchen.

      “I swear he just said something,” she said, watching him depart.

      “Nord?”

      Had she imagined it? Was this just another thing that was wrong with her?

      “Food, everyone!” Tray called out from the other room. Nyrnn put the null stone back in her pocket, feeling safer with it close to her, but also disturbed by that feeling. Gryff and Nyrnn followed Nord’s path.

      Rhys had made fresh tea for them all, and set out an assortment of breads, cheeses, and meats to eat. As they sat down, Nyrnn stomach churned, the food unappealing. She put a few pieces on her plate and then ignored them as she related what had happened with Riarynn that morning. Tray grew still when Nyrnn described the Shadowed Ones coming down the street.

      “And what about the Order? Get any good clues?” Tray asked, stuffing another piece of cheese in her mouth.

      “I… didn’t get that far. The attack was… I couldn’t maintain the connection.”

      “Oh. Well, glad you didn’t end up in the temple, I guess,” Tray said.

      “Yeah,” Nyrnn said. Then she changed the subject. “What did you learn today?”

      “That the Order is a large building with a lot of entrances and exits. There were guards who prevented us from going inside. We watched the main doors for a while, but saw nothing suspicious.”

      “We saw a few people wearing white robes going inside, so that might be confirmation? We need to find out if they are unique to the Golden Eye,” Rhys added.

      “We did learn one thing,” Tray said, her eyes shining. “We found one area, a wing to the east, that had more guards around the doors, and a few guards hiding in the streets nearby. It looked strange, so I wanted to know if they were regular guards or fire wynn guards. But how to tell? So I did a walk by.”

      “You did a what?” Nyrnn asked.

      “A walk by. The streets near this area have some traffic, although not much. The palace is nearby, so various politicians and messengers could reasonably walk by the Order. So I tried to look sufficiently political and planned out a route and walked by them. And guess what happened?”

      “They reacted to the stone,” Gryff said.

      “They reacted to the stone. Hey – don’t ruin my story.” Tray shot him a look. He held up his hands in surrender.

      “When I got near, the first one flinched, and then they all got very interested in me. Two of them started talking – about me, I assume – and then started walking towards me. That’s when Rhys and her amazing performance ability came into it. She rushed from the other side of the street to tell me – very loudly – that we needed to hurry to get to the Council meeting. And then we both ran away. Totally believable story.”

      Rhys held her head in her hands. “It was awful.”

      “Anyway, some of the guard are wynn, probably fire. Which is a higher level of security than one would expect if it’s just files and people. Makes me want to know what is inside.”

      “You gave yourself away. You let them know that someone with a null stone was poking around,” Gryff pointed out. “Null stones are not common and are usually carried by wynn from the Academy.”

      “Some politicians carry them. I’m sure I’ve heard that. To… make sure no one is using a mind wynn.” Tray’s tone was defensive.

      “So, we can’t just walk into the Order, and to break in we would have to get by fire wynn guards,” Nyrnn summarized.

      “Yes,” Tray said.

      “So, we are not getting into the Order,” Gryff stated.

      Tray shrugged, but didn’t argue. “Robern must have had a plan. We walked by the guard tower where he is being kept. We think we might be able to sneak one or two of us in to ask him.”

      “In front of the guard?”

      “That’s my best idea at the moment.”

      They heard a door open.

      “We’ll talk more about this later,” Gryff said, standing to clear the table.

      Aleynn came down the hallway, looking into the kitchen. “Good, I see everyone is back. Safe.” She sat down and Gryff brought her a cup of tea. She looked at him thankfully.

      “Have you heard about Namiga?”

      Aleynn sighed. “It’s good news, I think. I got to see her for a few minutes. She is okay. She thought it was funny that you were all here.” Aleynn gave a tired smile. “The focus is on Robern. They said that Namiga would be home tomorrow. Unfortunately, she’ll be bringing a guard with her. But at least she will be here.” She looked around at the people at the table. “I’m sorry. I’m not sure what that means for you all? You are welcome to stay. Or maybe it is time to return to the Academy?”

      “Yeah, maybe it is,” Tray said, smiling at Aleynn.

      “Is Namiga okay? Is she hurt?” Rhys asked, concern in her voice.

      “She’s okay. They’re treating her well, all things considered. They gave her medicine for the muscle cramps in her legs. But they also have her surrounded by null stones, which she hates.” Aleynn sighed. “It could be worse.”

      She was silent for a moment. Then pushed up from her chair. “I need to prepare some materials for my students. I’ll be upstairs if anyone needs me.” She stood and exited the room.

      The group remained silent, listening to her footsteps as she climbed to the second floor. Then Nyrnn stood and cleared the last few dishes, bringing them to the sink. Tray joined her and the others left the room except for Nord, who balanced on a chair, watching them. Nyrnn filled the sink with sudsy water, and plunged her hands into it, enjoying the feel of the warm water.

      “You were right. Rhys was right,” Nyrnn said.

      “About what?” Tray asked, taking a plate and drying it.

      “There’s something wrong with me. With me and the null stone. It was bad today. I should have been able to do it,” Nyrnn said.

      “What do you mean?” Tray asked slowly.

      “I know I don’t need it. I didn’t need it before. But some part of me just screams out for it whenever it’s out of reach.” Nyrnn felt heat creep into her cheeks, even as her stomach sank.

      “Did something happen?”

      “No,” Nyrnn said, turning to Tray, dripping water on the floor. “That’s the thing. I don’t know why I’m like this!”

      Tray bent down, mopping up the water with her towel. When she straightened, her expression was serious. “Did I tell you about when I came to the Academy?” Her green eyes caught Nyrnn’s.

      Nyrnn shook her head.

      “Nord and I were tested at school, and then the Awakeners came to my parents’ home. We come from a big family, three older than us, and two younger. I guess Nord and I were a handful,” she smirked, and looked at her brother, who was now balancing on one foot on the chair. “But they always tell you that parents love their kids, no matter what.” She looked back at Nyrnn.

      “The thing is, it’s really hard to lie to a mind wynn. When the Awakeners said they needed to take us to the Academy… well, that’s when we knew what they really thought of us.”

      “Oh, Tray…” Nyrnn reached a soapy hand out to her friend, but Tray backed away.

      “See, I can look at you and I know you feel pity for me. I don’t need to read your mind. But it’s nice to know that I might be wrong. I learned many times that I don’t want to know what the people around me are thinking. For me, the null stone keeps me sane.”

      Nyrnn wanted to do something. To help. She wanted to take her friend’s sadness away. But she couldn’t, because she couldn’t leave the stone. She felt it in her pocket, her relief and her prison guard. So instead she put her arms around Tray, hugging her. She could feel Tray’s body, boney and tall, just standing there as Nyrnn squeezed.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m giving you a hug. I’m so sorry.”

      “I… oh, geez,” Tray said, wrapping her arms around Nyrnn awkwardly.

      “It seemed like what Rhys would do.”

      She could feel Tray nodding. “You’re right.”

      “Do you feel better?”

      “Sure?”

      Moonlight horses, a voice said in her head.

      “What?” they both said. The women pulled apart, staring at one another. Then they looked at Nord.

      “Did you hear that?” Nyrnn asked.

      Tray nodded. “Nord?”

      He sat on the chair, looking at them, a small smile on his lips.

      “I think he said something before…” Nyrnn said. “The stars are dark. What does it mean?”

      Tray shrugged, moving closer to her brother. As she approached, he flinched, the smile dying, his eyes going glassy. Then he began to look around the room in that strange way he had, as if he could see something they did not.

      “The null stone. It’s doing something to him,” Nyrnn pointed out.

      “Something good or bad?”

      “I don’t know,” Nyrnn admitted. Tray kept watching Nord, but Nyrnn returned to the dishes, finishing the last few and putting them away. She took the towel from Tray and wiped down the counters.

      “Come on – let’s join the others.” She pulled at Tray, and then both returned to the main room, Nord trailing behind them. In their absence Rhys was drawing, humming to herself, and Gryff was going through the files from Robern. As they entered the room, Tray let go of Nord’s hand and he drifted by her side, and then away, moving behind the couch. Nyrnn watched him and thought she noticed a small shift in his stance as he exited the null field.

      “Nord just… talked. I think,” Nyrnn said, Tray still watching her brother.

      “What?” Rhys asked, her pencil hovering above the paper.

      “Has he done that before?”

      “Sometimes I think I hear him. But I thought… I wasn’t sure… and it’s nonsense…” Tray said slowly.

      Nyrnn couldn’t disagree with that. “Rhys – I think the null stone is affecting him. Is that possible? What is a null stone?”

      Rhys looked at Nord, putting her drawing down. “Null stones create a dampening field. They decrease wynn sensitivity, which effectively eliminates wynn abilities.” She looked at Nord.

      “Nord?”

      He seemed more present, and yet still did not respond. He gave a little shrug. They stared at one another.

      “Why don’t you just leave him out of the null field and see what happens?” Gryff suggested. The others nodded, and Rhys returned to her drawing. She pulled a fresh sheet of paper off the pad and set herself up looking at Nord. For his part he seemed to understand what she was doing, and he perched on the couch, almost posing, for a few minutes until getting bored and going to look out the window.

      “Moonlight horses. It sounds nice, maybe? What do you think it means?” Nyrnn asked Tray.

      Tray kept her eyes on her twin, a look of bewilderment on her face.

      “Did I… do the wrong thing? Should I not have kept him in the null field?” she asked.

      “Maybe you saved him.” Nyrnn reached out, squeezing her friend’s hand. Tray spared her a look, but then went back to watching her brother.

      “I don’t know.”

      “He’s here, he’s safe. We’ll figure it out.” And Nyrnn went to make another bed from the blankets, creating a separate spot for Nord.
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      Every time Nyrnn closed her eyes she would see the dark forms of the Shadowed Ones coming towards her. She had tried to stay awake, listening to the soft sounds of her friends sleeping around her. She thought about the null stone and wondered what was wrong with her. She let her mind wander to the strange words Nord had said. But as the night wore on, her exhaustion caught up with her, her eyes closing, until dark shapes caused her to jerk awake.

      Nyrnn rolled onto her side, propping her head up, and letting the starlight from the front window illuminate her null stone. It was such a strange item. It had been her best tool when she arrived, but she had been ready to stop using it. Until she wasn’t. Nyrnn played with the null stone, rubbing her finger along the strange glyphs. Suddenly, the stone slipped from her fingers and skidded across the floor. Nyrnn’s heart jumped in her chest, panic setting in as the blanket fell on her shoulders. She looked around, but no one had woken, although Gryff, who insisted on sleeping in a seated position by the door, had opened his eyes and raised an eyebrow at her before shutting them again.

      Nyrnn’s desperate need to get the stone battled with her fear of waking her friends, and she compromised by crawling slowly across the floor. As she moved, she knew she was okay. The emotions of her sleeping friends were light on her shoulders. She could handle this. And yet she kept thinking of how she needed the stone. She knew there was something wrong with her now. It was obvious. Perhaps this was the consequence of reading the patients?

      It wasn’t fair. She was always working in the dark, unsure of how to take care of herself. Unsure of her abilities. Everyone else here had known what they were, yet she had been forced to suffer, her abilities eating away at her. And now she was less. Less than the others. Less than she could have been. She felt a fire in her stomach, and she pushed forward, finally reaching for the stone.

      At once she felt a calmness descend on her, as the blanket lifted, and she was freed from her abilities. She took a steadying breath, bringing the stone to her chest, her panic and anger gone. She would be fine now.

      Wait. The anger was gone. Why was the anger gone? Her emotions should not be affected by the null stone.

      She looked up, and saw Gryff’s eyes were open, a finger at his lips to keep her quiet. He pushed to his feet, silent despite his size, and moved to the window. After a minute, he motioned to her, and she stowed the stone in her pocket and crawled towards him. He pointed, and Nyrnn looked out the window, seeing what she had been afraid of. Three figures in black cloaks stood in the street, facing each other, but not moving. Nyrnn held her breath, frozen in place, sweat trickling down her back.

      Then they turned as one and headed for Aleynn’s front door.

      Nyrnn jumped as she heard a loud thud against the wood.

      A moment passed. And then another thud.

      Gryff grabbed a broom from the kitchen and moved towards the door. Nyrnn followed him, equally scared of going closer to the door and of leaving Gryff’s side. With the null stone, she couldn’t feel them out there, and it was only her own terror that kept her company. She could see the door was locked. Compared to the shed, this door was sturdy, and the Shadowed Ones seemed less frantic.

      Another thud.

      Fear constricted her chest. Then she turned, nearly jumping, as the others stirred.

      “What the…” Tray said, her voice sleepy.

      “Who’s there?” Rhys looked around the room.

      Aleynn came down the stairs. She was wearing a nightgown, her hair hanging past her shoulders, and she had a large sword clutched in both hands. She held it awkwardly; the tip hitting the stairs as she moved.

      Another thud. Each was distinct, with a clear pause in between.

      “They can’t get in,” Aleynn whispered, as she clutched the sword, her knuckles white.

      One more knock. And then nothing. They all stood in silence, looking at the front door.

      “Hey, were those Shadowed Ones?” Tray asked, pointing towards the window where they must have gone past again.

      Aleynn relaxed, the tip of the sword falling to rest on the floor, her body sagging.

      “Yes. This isn’t the first time they’ve come.” She finally looked at them. “You’re safe. The door has always kept them out. It’s just life in the city.” The sword she held undermined her assurances. “Go back to sleep, everyone. They won’t be back tonight.” She gave them a half wave and climbed the stairs.

      The group returned to the living room, each sitting on their makeshift bed, as Gryff remained in the doorway.

      “Did you see them?” Rhys asked, her gaze going to the window, as she hugged her blanket around her.

      “They were in the street just… just standing there. And then they came to the door,” Nyrnn said, pulling her knees to her chest.

      “Are you saying they were targeting this house?” Tray asked, her eyes going to Nord, who had snuggled back under his covers and appeared to have gone back to sleep.

      “That’s what it looked like,” Nyrnn replied.

      “Why?” Rhys said.

      Nyrnn looked at the floor. “Is it us?” Is it me? she wondered, recalling Tray’s theory about the attacks at the Academy. Gryff had dismissed it, but maybe she was right.

      They looked at each other, unsure.

      “No one knows we are here,” Rhys said, her voice quiet.

      “Aleynn does. She told Namiga. Who else heard? Who else did she tell?” Tray said.

      “We have to leave.” Nyrnn felt her stomach sink. “We aren’t safe here. Aleynn isn’t safe with us here.”

      Tray and Gryff both nodded, and Rhys tore her eyes from the window.

      They had only been here briefly, but it had been somewhere to go. A safe haven outside the campus. And yet, after only a few days, they had to leave again.
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        * * *

      

      Nyrnn woke to find herself alone in the room. She could hear sounds in the kitchen, dishes moving with quiet conversation. Nyrnn got up and stretched, feeling a lingering fatigue from the night before. She looked around the room, memorizing the layout, the flowers on the table. They would leave today.

      Nyrnn picked up the blankets she had used, folding them carefully and placing them on the couch. Rhys came down the stairs, smelling of soap and carrying her clothes from the day before. She entered the room and stuffed her old clothes in her bag.

      “We’re going to need to clean some things soon,” Rhys said, smiling.

      Nyrnn nodded in response. Then she took a pile of blankets upstairs and put on her Starfall clothes, readying herself to blend into the crowds once again. When she was done, she joined her friends in the kitchen. Then Aleynn entered the room. Today she was wearing a dark green dress, her hair back up in the same bun, everything in its place.

      “Good morning, everyone. I trust you all got back to sleep last night.”

      Tray cleared a chair for her, and Gryff poured her a cup a tea. She smiled gratefully at them both.

      “I’m not sure what I thought it would be like to have you living here, but you are all very polite. Thank you.”

      “Last night… Does that happen a lot?” Rhys asked, piling some eggs onto her toast.

      “It has happened before, but not in a while,” Aleynn said. “The streets are dangerous at night, even in this neighbourhood. But they do not come inside. I should have warned you. I apologize.”

      “It must be hard, living here, knowing they are out there,” Nyrnn said.

      “You get used to it, I suppose. Perhaps we have gotten too used to it. There are rules. You stay inside after dark and they will pass by your house. You think, those who are caught outside, they should have known better…” Aleynn shook her head. “It is hard to remember what it was like before they appeared.”

      “That was quite the sword,” Gryff commented, drinking his tea.

      Aleynn blushed. “Yes. That. It belonged to Tassian. Honestly, I’m not sure what I would do with it, but it does make me feel better having it here.”

      “Was Tassian a fighter?” Tray asked.

      “He traveled with the explorer teams. That’s when he met Namiga.” Aleynn smiled. “It is strange how different lives get all twined together. I am grateful to Tassian. If not for him, Namiga would never have come to Starfall and I would never have met her. But it is also strange – I never knew him.” She shook her head. “His sword keeps us safe. I think he would have liked that.”

      “We are going to leave today, but we want you to know how grateful we are for your hospitality,” Tray said.

      “Leave? Where will you go?”

      “To visit with my family, before returning to the Academy,” Tray lied easily.

      Aleynn gave a brief nod. “Well, be safe. I am leaving soon to bring Namiga back. If you can stay for a while, I know she will want to talk to you all.”

      “We will stay as long as we can,” Tray said.

      “Of course.”
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        * * *

      

      Nyrnn sat by herself, reading her mother’s journal. Tray and Rhys had left to pick up some food at the market and swing by the Order again. Gryff had left, saying he thought he had a place they could stay. Ever mysterious, he offered no more information. Then Aleynn had left for the guard, and Nyrnn was alone with Nord.

      It had been a long time since she had been alone. At first, the idea had terrified her. But as time dragged on, she found a sort of peace with the quiet; her reading was only occasionally interrupted by Nord doing something strange.

      At one point, Nord had walked by, pointed to her head, and said Shadows. This time she had been looking right at him, and she knew he had not moved his lips. He was talking in her mind. But it wasn’t like it was with Namiga where the thoughts felt like her own. It sounded the same as if he were speaking in the room. The thoughts were in his voice. Of course, this revelation did nothing to help understand why he was saying what he was saying, or how he was saying it. So she nodded, and he had moved off, sitting near the window and looking out at the street.

      Nyrnn sighed and continued to read her mother’s journal.

      

      An hour later, Nyrnn heard noises at the door. She had been reading about a ceremony in the woods involving a special song the locals would sing. Nyrnn felt herself there as she read the familiar words, sitting beside her mother in the woods as if she could share the experience. At the sound of the door, she jumped up, heart beating, and peered around the corner.

      The door opened and Aleynn, Namiga, and a strange man walked into the house. Namiga looked the same as always, if a bit more worn. Her steps were cautious and careful. Her expression was blank, but Aleynn looked much happier. A stress that had marred her features since their arrival had finally released. The strange man stood close to Namiga, wearing a guard uniform and looking only a little older than Nyrnn.

      “Nyrnn. Aleynn told me we have some unusual guests,” Namiga said, and Nyrnn smiled. “Meet Jayne, my guard.” She waved dismissively at the man who stood behind her. He nodded at Nyrnn, looking uncomfortable.

      “Never mind that. You’re home,” Aleynn said, squeezing Namiga’s hand.

      “You’re right, of course,” Namiga relented, smiling at her wife.

      They walked past the main sitting area, Namiga raising an eyebrow as she saw Nord balancing on the back of the couch. “And Nord. Are there more?” she asked, peering around.

      “They’re out right now,” Nyrnn said slowly.

      “Ah, I see. Well, I’ve been inside too much the past few days. Nyrnn, please join me on the back porch. Aleynn, could you make us some of your wonderful tea?” Aleynn nodded, letting go of Namiga’s arm and entering the kitchen.

      Namiga gestured at the guard. “Jayne’s here to make sure I don’t use my abilities,” she told Nyrnn. “Ridiculous.”

      Nyrnn caught Jayne’s eye again. This was probably one of his first posts with the guard. Walking around after Namiga – he must have a null stone on him. Keeping her in the field. What a boring job.

      It did make things a bit more complicated, though.

      As Nyrnn followed Namiga and the guard down the hall, she wondered what she should and should not say. What could she share with the guard listening in?

      Namiga pushed through the back door of the house, revealing a patio with chairs looking out at a small garden. There was a tall fence around the yard, obscuring them from the neighbours. Namiga picked a chair and lowered herself into it gingerly, turning her face to the sky to bask in the sunlight. Jayne stood behind her, careful not to impede the sun.

      Nyrnn took a seat across from Namiga.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      Namiga opened her eyes. “Robern was arrested. They think his work with a group of patients may have caused the Shadowed Ones to come to campus. They have added guards to all the infirmaries now, although there have been no more attacks.” Namiga talked slowly, choosing her words.

      Nyrnn nodded. “But he didn’t do it, right?”

      “I don’t think so, but I don’t always know what Robern is up to,” she sighed. Was it a performance?

      “And they let you go?”

      Namiga glanced at Jayne. “In a way. I told them everything I knew about what Robern was up to. Which wasn’t a lot, I’m afraid. Until Robern is tried, I get to spend a lot of time with Jayne.”

      “I don’t understand. Why?”

      “Jayne is insurance that I’m not… manipulating anything during the proceedings. Jayne and I will become close friends, I imagine, staying within six feet of one another.” Namiga gestured at Nyrnn. “I see you have your null stone again.” Nyrnn had removed it from her pocket and was rubbing the surface absently.

      “Oh. Yes.”

      “I thought we talked about you not using it as much.” Namiga’s voice returned to what Nyrnn remembered from the campus. The hard teacher.

      “I need it.”

      “You need it?”

      “I just… I can’t… without it, it’s too hard. I’m too weak.” She said the last part quietly, her cheeks warm.

      “Did someone tell you that you are weak?”

      “I am weak, Namiga. I’ve always been weak,” Nyrnn repeated.

      “I see.”

      Aleynn came through the door with a tray of four mugs of tea. Namiga smiled at her. Nyrnn took the moment to compose herself. She felt like she was disappointing Namiga. But what could she do?

      She heard the front door opening. Nyrnn mumbled something and then excused herself, going to see if one of her friends had returned.

      

      First Gryff returned, giving Nyrnn a nod, but saying nothing about where he had been. Then Rhys and Tray came back, arms loaded with groceries, full of stories from the market. Nyrnn helped Rhys make lunch for everyone while Tray found the guard very interesting and spent much of the rest of the day trying to get him to answer questions about himself and his life. That was until Namiga had finally had enough and sent her away.

      Now, their bellies full, the group sat in the main room while Aleynn and Rhys cleaned up in the kitchen. Namiga sat on the couch with Jayne standing behind her. The group sat and chatted, carefully staying away from anything in particular. The conversation felt stilted and awkward. Nyrnn knew they needed to leave soon, ensuring they had enough daylight to travel to their next location, wherever that was. As Rhys and Aleynn finished, they came into the room with mugs of tea for everyone. Aleynn handed one to Jayne.

      “Oh, take it. It’s tea,” Namiga said when the guard paused. He nodded, colour on his face, and took the warm drink. Aleynn pulled a chair over for him. “You’re our guest, of a sort. We might as well get used to being around one another.” The guard gave a smile and sat down.

      “Now, we’ve heard about the market and about Nyrnn’s life in Shimmerview. Rhys – how about you tell us about what it was like growing up in Littlepoint?” Aleynn’s voice was kind and yet pushy.

      “Really?” Rhys said, excitement in her eyes. “Well, it’s a lot like Shimmerview, but we focus more on fishing and the fruit trees. Those are our principal crops we ship to Starfall.”

      “Really? Tell me more.”

      Rhys stumbled at first, trying to find something to say about her hometown. But with some coaxing from Aleynn, she was soon telling them about the strange barkeeper with one eye and the love triangle at the healing temple. Nyrnn felt herself relaxing. There was something comforting about these types of stories. Easy stories. Small town stories.

      As Rhys continued talking, Nyrnn noticed something strange. Aleynn was squeezing Namiga’s arm. No. Signalling her. Nyrnn looked behind her teacher, and saw that Jayne’s head had lulled to the side, his empty mug sitting in his lap. He was asleep.

      Namiga stood slowly, stretching her leg, monitoring the guard. Then she stepped forward, out of the null field. Nyrnn could see something in her face. Relief.

      Drop the null stone, Nyrnn.

      Nyrnn shook her head. She looked down to see she had taken it out of her pocket without realizing. The idea of letting it go – dread filled her stomach.

      Tray walked over to her, trying to grab the stone. Nyrnn backed up, keeping it out of her reach. Then warm fingers were in her palm, removing it.

      “Sorry,” Gryff said.

      Tray and Gryff moved, leaving Nyrnn and Namiga outside the null field. She felt the heaviness of the blanket fall on her shoulders, pressing down. Her heart rate sped up, hammering against her chest. She turned to retrieve the stone, but then Gryff’s unyielding arms were around her, holding her in place. Nyrnn could see her stone in Tray’s hand.

      Nyrnn felt the whispers returning. I am too weak for this. I can’t do this. I am too weak for this. I NEED the null stone. I’m too weak for this. She shut her eyes. A pain began at her temple, pressing inward.

      “Nyrnn. Who told you this?” Nyrnn heard Namiga’s voice loud in the room. Loud over the roaring in Nyrnn’s ears.

      “I need the stone, Namiga. I need it.”

      “Interesting.”

      The pain grew, and Nyrnn felt as if her skull was pulsing. She squeezed her eyes shut.

      “It hurts. You don’t understand.” Nyrnn struggled against Gryff, her efforts in vain against his strength.

      “Nyrnn, what emotion am I feeling right now?” Namiga challenged her.

      “I can’t, I can’t do that…” Nyrnn said, the words tumbling out before she thought about what she was saying.

      “Well, we know that isn’t true.”

      You can read the emotions of each person in this room. Namiga pressed the thought into Nyrnn’s mind and it became her thought. I can read the emotions of each person in this room. And she could. She could feel Gryff’s guilt as he pinned her arms. She could feel Namiga’s frustration. She could feel Aleynn’s love and awe for her wife. The emotions came in together and yet they were also separate. Nyrnn was the emotions, and yet she was also an observer. They did not belong to her. And her training started to function again. Slowly, and haltingly, she felt something unlock within her.

      “There,” Namiga said, and she sat back down on the couch.

      Nyrnn was panting, her eyes still squeezed shut.

      “Rhys – what do you see?” Namiga asked.

      Rhys blushed. Uncertainly, she said, “Something changed.”

      “Hopefully for the better.”

      Namiga looked over her shoulder, noting the still sleeping guard. “I don’t have much time. You cannot stay here. You know this. Find somewhere you can be safe. That,” she nodded towards Nyrnn, “was a sophisticated little piece of programming. It will take her a while to shake it. Someone created something close to what she believed. It was skilled. Think about who that might have been. Who might have known her well enough to do that?” Namiga looked at Rhys. “You were right. Trust that.” Rhys nodded.

      She looked at the group of them. Nyrnn opened her eyes, her body heavy with exhaustion. Namiga met her gaze, and then nodded. “Now you must go. Before he wakes up. Take care of one another. You’re stronger than you think.”

      They grabbed their packs in silence. Namiga and Aleynn shared a long look, holding hands. Then the group left the house, heading out into the afternoon light. Tray walked apart from her brother, a look of longing on her face as Rhys linked arms with him. Gryff put on his hat and coat and then picked up Nyrnn’s pack. She dragged herself down the street.

      “What just happened?” Nyrnn asked.

      Gryff paused. “Namiga gave us our marching orders.”

      Nyrnn looked at him questioningly.

      He winked at her, tapping the side of his head.

      “I don’t understand,” she said.

      “Don’t worry. We’ll be at the next place soon. Then we can discuss it all.”
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      Osoric stood in the outer chamber, pacing restlessly. He knew what the meeting was going to be about. The required chastising for the attack at the Academy. It wasn’t that he thought he shouldn’t be blamed. He made the choice. But it was the right choice. If Starfall was to be saved, hard choices had to be made. A meeting where he heard about why he shouldn’t have done it – it was just a waste of time.

      When the rubbing had finally arrived from the mainland it had confirmed his suspicions, yet the text had been unclear. The locals did not, or would not, translate the ancient writings for them. He wasn’t sure if this was because the locals cared little for their own history, their connection to the Xuntwin, or if they didn’t trust his team. Both options were frustrating.

      Osoric’s team had done their best, coming to the conclusion that the artifact needed wynn to operate. Did the wynn need to be in the lab working with the stonetych? Did the Shadowed Ones need to feed off a wynn? He had limited resources at his disposal, so Osoric had tried the latter, sending them to the Academy to target the stone wynn, the wynn it seemed most likely could unlock the powers of the artifact.

      The experiment had been unsuccessful. The wynn had fallen just as everyone else had. The Shadowed Ones had gained some strange abilities for a few days. Stonetych would react when they passed, the heat stone turning on or the glow lights flickering. This had ended after they visited the pillars. So, even in failure, Osoric had learned something. Using his contacts, he was watching an infirmary with a few of the patients from the attack. If Robern’s heart wynn had been changed by an attack, it could happen again.

      The guard nodded to Osoric and opened the doors. He clasped his hands behind him and entered the space.

      A door opened on the far side of the chamber and Vergahn strode in, powerful, glowing in his golden robes.

      “You have gone too far,” he said, not offering a seat this time.

      “It was a calculated risk,” Osoric replied, after giving a slight bow.

      Vergahn waved his hand dismissively. “They were children.”

      “They were wynn. I had to see if it would be different. Information arrived from the ruins. It required… experimentation.”

      “Why would it matter if they attacked wynn? Mere children? What could be the purpose of that?” Vergahn said, pacing, his anger clear.

      Osoric waited.

      “Children, Osoric. Children,” Vergahn repeated, clearly needing to drill it home. Osoric was patient. Of course, Vergahn had to say this. Osoric tried to keep children from being harmed in the attacks, but the system was not perfect. The Shadowed Ones not easy to control. So he let Vergahn hammer his point home. He knew at the end of the day Vergahn could allow him to keep going. It was the only way.

      “A terrible loss,” Osoric settled on, thinking this is what Vergahn needed to hear.

      “No. The costs cannot be this high.” He stopped moving, meeting Osoric’s gaze. “I have tolerated enough. The city is plagued by your Shadowed Ones. It needs to end.”

      Osoric noted the new tone in Vergahn’s voice.

      “We discovered the artifact together. You know this is the way to save Nubrai.”

      Vergahn paced again. “At what cost, Osoric? Sell our souls to save the Island?”

      “If that were the cost, wouldn’t you pay it?”

      His old friend sighed, and stopped pacing, his head bowed. Osoric thought to himself, I have him.

      “Can you guarantee you will find a solution?”

      Osoric shook his head. “I cannot. But I am getting closer.”

      “Then this is too far. Too much. Nothing may come of it. It is time to follow a different path,” Vergahn said. Osoric was surprised, an emotion he was not used to. He could normally predict Vergahn’s moves far before he took them.

      “I’m almost there,” he said, carefully.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The information from the ruins. I had a poor translation. I thought it meant that the Shadowed One needed to attack a wynn. I know I made a mistake. It means a wynn needs to touch the artifact – interact with it. Once that happens, we will have what we need.”

      Vergahn looked at him, weighing his options. Osoric stayed quiet. He knew that Vergahn felt the burden of leadership. He was a good man, even when they were in disagreement, and he would do what was best for his people. The victims of the Shadowed Ones were the cost of keeping the rest of the people safe. Until they could find a better way. He let his friend think.

      “Where will you get a wynn? A volunteer?” Vergahn asked.

      Osoric kept his smile hidden. “I will find someone. There is always someone willing to help Nubrai.”

      “This is it, then. You find a volunteer. You make this work. Or I will shut it down.”

      “I may need more time…”

      “No.” Vergahn’s voice was firm. “This is it. I will be watching. No more innocents. No more losses. If the artifact is not the solution, then so be it. Perhaps it is time we stop relying on the defences of the gods, anyway.”

      “That would mean war,” Osoric said.

      Vergahn looked at Osoric. “Old friend – make this work now, or that’s it.” He paused, using his presence to emphasize the point. Then he strode from the room, leaving Osoric standing there.

      

      Osoric felt different. Strange. For so many years, he had had the protection of Vergahn. What had changed? Nubrai needed its defences just as much as it always had. An Island full of magical technology from the gods? Without the defences, they would be overrun. Had the death of the wynn hit Vergahn harder than the others? Osoric knew Vergahn had married a heart wynn, but he did not believe his children were wynn. They would go on their own walkabouts soon. The very thing that had led to Osoric and Vergahn meeting. Was this the cause of concern?

      He left the room, walking past the guards, and heading towards the Order. His tail followed him, was always following him. It was someone new today, but Osoric still found their movements obvious. Of course, he expected Vergahn to watch him. He knew Vergahn’s trust was limited. But it didn’t matter, he was close to finding the answers he needed, if he could just convince a wynn to volunteer.

      As he walked, he thought of plans and dismissed them. He needed a wynn that would not be missed. As he passed the guard tower, a new idea formed in his head. He knew someone who had access to just the right kind of wynn.

      He entered the guard tower. The person at the front desk nodded at him. His short hair and pale skin made him memorable among the homogeneity of the Nubrai people. Standing out had caused problems since he came here, but it also helped. People remembered him.

      He walked back to Robern’s cell. Since he wasn’t a wynn, the cell was smaller, just a cot on one side and a window high up in the wall. Osoric knew it would be easy to make Robern suspicious. But Osoric would need to thread the needle carefully to get to the outcome he desired.

      “Robern Haedern.”

      “Osoric Kynell?” Robern said, his face confused, as he looked up from where he had been sitting on his cot.

      “I see you have landed yourself in a tough spot.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “Trouble from your outlandish theories.” Osoric ignored the question.

      “Why are you here? Did the Order send you?” Robern asked.

      “You have such interesting ideas about the wynn and the Shadowed Ones. Dangerous ideas.”

      “The attack was not my fault,” Robern said, his voice rising with anger.

      “Of course not. But you remember the old saying from the Order, don’t you? We learn from everything.”

      Robern narrowed his eyes. “You mean we learn from our mistakes?”

      Osoric shrugged. “I always thought ‘mistake’ was the wrong word. Loaded. As if it is wrong to learn more. To better ourselves.”

      “What are you doing here?” Robern repeated.

      “I had a chance to chat with some of your wynn, after the attack. Fascinating group, I can see why you are interested in them. Strange that they have gone missing,” He shook his head. “Forgive my wanderings. I needed to take a break from my lab, stretch my legs, and I thought I would check in on my old colleague. The Order may have declared you a fraud, but I always thought your ideas were interesting.”

      Osoric backed up, as if to leave.

      “What are you up to?”

      “It’s too bad the victims can’t tell anyone what happened. Let’s hope that whatever caused those attacks doesn’t happen again. I’m sure you’ll be back at the Academy soon, keeping them safe.”

      Then Osoric turned and left, keeping his pace even, exiting the building and back out into the sun. He would leave word with Cal’in to ensure the charges against Robern were dropped. Robern would bring him what he needed.

      

      Osoric continued his walk along the city streets. Soon, the Order rose before him, and he walked past the building to the side. Here the guards were posted, as always. Guards sent by Vergahn to keep others away. And, Osoric suspected, to keep them inside.

      He stepped through the door, into the cool and deserted hallway. This wing had become his as his charges had grown. It was the only practical solution. He entered the main lab, a few of his assistants working at their desks, the artifact in the middle of the room looking like a strange bit of old rock. Osoric knew it held many mysteries. Vergahn might be losing faith, but Osoric knew the artifact was the solution. He would discover how to make it work.

      Cal’in was waiting in his office when he entered, one of the first spies Vergahn had sent to watch him. Osoric had made the best of the situation, easily turning Cal’in to work for him instead. It was all about leverage.

      “You’ve moved Asrayln,” Cal’in said.

      “She cut her hand in the attack on the Academy. She is being looked after.”

      “When can I see her?” The hint of desperation, well hidden, but familiar to Osoric.

      “Soon. I need you to make some preparations for me. I imagine we will soon have some guests.” He explained to Cal’in what he needed done.

      “You’re luring them here?”

      “I am merely preparing myself, in case they choose to come.”

      Cal’in didn’t meet Osoric’s eyes.

      “Just think. If we figure it out, perhaps we find a cure as well,” Osoric said.

      The room was silent. Cal’in nodded and pushed up from the chair. “I’ll take care of it.”

      “See that you do,” Osoric said, then dismissed him, turning his attention to the instructions for the artifact. His mind considered different options, interpretations, and possibilities. He felt certain he had the translation right. Once he got it working properly, all would be forgiven. Vergahn would release these extra security measures. He would recognize the value Osoric provided to him and to the Island.

      But if Osoric didn’t find an answer soon, he imagined Vergahn’s patience would run out. He gazed up at the wall, lost in thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY

          

        

      

    

    
      The group walked through the streets of Starfall. There was still some foot traffic around, and a few sleds that passed them, although people were quickly leaving the streets. The sun edged towards the horizon, and shadows lengthened as the sky grew darker. Gryff took the lead this time, taking them on a winding path through the city, occasionally heading up alleys as they went. Nyrnn caught Tray and Gryff exchanging glances a few times.

      “Do you think we’re being followed?” Nyrnn whispered after one such exchange.

      “No. But doesn’t hurt to be careful,” Gryff replied.

      Nyrnn could feel the shape of the null stone, now a lead weight in her pocket. Her mind turned to what Namiga had said… that she had been programmed. How was that possible? She had felt off these past few days, but this was something more. If she had been programmed, did that mean someone was controlling her? Shouldn’t she be able to tell if she was not acting like herself? As she looked at this question, her stomach would churn, and she pushed it away, unprepared to look too closely. She hurried to keep up with the others, feeling rushed by the speed of events, unable to get her footing.

      Finally, Gryff slowed as they entered the south side of town. The sun was down now, but there was still a warm glow on the horizon. The houses here were smaller than those in Namiga’s neighbourhood, two or three fitting where one would have been, their windows and doors looking a little more worn, more forgotten. They passed by a communal fountain where a few people collected the last bit of water before heading home for the night. Gryff led them to a house indistinguishable from the others. He retrieved a key from his pocket and unlocked the door, holding it open for them.

      Nyrnn inhaled a stale dryness as she entered. The front door opened right into a small, windowless sitting room that was empty except for an old couch and a few small wooden crates piled in the corner. The door shut behind them and without the light from the street they were cast into darkness.

      “Quite the accommodations, Gryff. You’re spoiling us.” Tray’s voice echoed in the room.

      “Hey, we can always go hang out with your family if you’d rather…” he said lightly.

      “He jokes now, not sure about that…” Tray said, bumping into Nyrnn. A match was struck, and Gryff reached down, retrieving a lantern from the floor. He lit the wick, throwing the room into a strange light, the lantern creating long shadows.

      “This is a… safe house of sorts. A place to use when you need to not be found. It’s rough. But no one will come bother us here. There are two bedrooms upstairs. They are… okay. Better than the downstairs if I remember correctly. There’s a small kitchen in the back. And that’s it. It’s small, it’s serviceable, and it’s ours.”

      Everyone looked around at the strange space.

      “Can we… sit?” Nyrnn asked, her body already sliding to the floor.

      Gryff nodded, but quickly left the room. She could hear his footsteps traveling through the small house. Tray took a seat on the couch, sitting carefully, as if afraid it might disintegrate beneath her. Rhys sat beside Nyrnn. Nord sat on the floor beside the lamp, using his fingers to make shadows across the walls.

      Gryff returned to the room and sat down, his back to the door.

      “What just happened?” Rhys asked the room.

      “What did she say to you, at the end?” Tray asked, eyebrow raised.

      “She… told me to keep drawing. That it was important,” Rhys said. “Earlier, I tried to tell her about you, Nyrnn. She asked how you were, and I tried to explain about the drawings. She dismissed me.”

      “Or she dismissed you in front of the guard?” Tray’s eyes sparkled. “To throw him off the trail. I have to say, I have all new respect for Namiga after today.”

      “What did she tell you?”

      “She told me to grab Nyrnn’s stone.” Tray sent Nyrnn a look and then shrugged. “Afterwards, she told me to be careful. That we would be watched.”

      Gryff spoke up from the door. “Namiga told me that Robern might be right, and that someone powerful must know what the Shadowed Ones are. She told me that Robern wanted to go public, but it seemed like whoever is responsible wants to keep this quiet.”

      The room was silent. Nyrnn could feel their eyes on her. She didn’t know what to say.

      “What about you, Nyrnn?” Rhys asked gently.

      “I – I… don’t know…” She looked at her hands.

      “Someone altered your thoughts,” Gryff said slowly.

      She shook her head. “How?”

      “A mind wynn must have done it. And they must have been good for it to last this long,” Tray explained.

      Nyrnn shook her head. “No, but I don’t… I… I’m not being controlled…” She pulled her knees to her chest.

      “You know something is wrong. We all know it.” Tray’s voice was softer than usual, her sarcasm gone.

      “Who did it?” Rhys asked.

      “Cal’in,” Gryff said. The room went silent again. Then Tray let out a shocked sound. Nyrnn pulled her knees tighter, shaking her head.

      Gryff continued, “You said you had been with Cal’in before Robern and Namiga were arrested. You were different. Slow, out of it.”

      “Cal’in was helping me, the tea just made me sleepy… and when you gave me a—” she gestured, “then I was fine.”

      “You gave her another boost?” Tray asked, eyebrows raised.

      “He had drugged her, and we needed to act quickly.”

      “Right,” Tray said.

      “Are you saying that Cal’in is a mind wynn? Cal’in? That guy with the funny glasses who follows Robern around? He was a mind wynn, and we didn’t know. Namiga didn’t know. How is that even possible?” Tray called them back to the issue before them.

      Silence filled the room again. Nyrnn could hear a movement on the other side of the shared walls, a few noises from the street outside.

      Rhys turned to Tray. “Could you hide from Namiga? Hide your thoughts? Hide what you are?”

      Tray shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      “Cal’in stayed away from the wynn most of the time, except Nyrnn, who had a null stone. He spent little time with Namiga,” Gryff said softly.

      “Namiga… she thought he didn’t like mainlanders. She avoided him,” Nyrnn said.

      “Can you remember what happened?” Tray pushed.

      Nyrnn thought back. “That was the day after… the Shadowed Ones came. I was looking for you, Tray. I wanted to apologize.”

      “You came to my room for a while,” Rhys said.

      “Then I went to Namiga’s office. I thought I might find you there, but Cal’in was there…” The memory felt gummy, but it was there. She handled it carefully, unsure. “He was going through Namiga’s files. We were talking. I tried to read him.”

      “His emotions?”

      “Yes… not on purpose at first. I… asked him about his life before all this. I’ve always wondered if he had a connection with the patients. If he had lost someone.”

      The memories became blurred again. Unclear. She left them. “And then I was exhausted, and he took me upstairs. He brought me some tea, and I fell asleep.”

      “There has to be more,” Tray pushed.

      “You don’t understand. You think I’m something more than this.” Nyrnn pointed to herself. “You think that I’m like you. But I’m not. I have no idea what I’m doing. The Shadowed Ones are coming for me, and I’m not safe here. I need to leave. I need to go back to Shimmerview where I belong.” She cringed at the sound of her own voice, even as her stomach plummeted. The words hung in the small room, and she was embarrassed by her own weakness. But what could she do? This was just who she was.

      “Mind wynn are the worst,” Tray said, and Rhys laughed nervously. “Can I see your null stone for a second?”

      Nyrnn fished it from her pocket and handed it over. She paused just before letting go, a small part of her crying out that she needed it. But the voice was much quieter now.

      Tray backed up and sat back on the couch. “Whatever he told you that you are is not who you are. You get to decide who you are.”

      “But Tray…”

      “No. You have been lied to. You have been experimented on. You’ve been put in danger multiple times. And you’ve been brainwashed. How does that make you feel?”

      “Feel? Tray—”

      “Despite everything, you saved us from the Shadowed Ones. You did that. And then Cal’in took it all away.”

      Nyrnn swallowed, Tray’s words sinking in. Each sentence landed on her chest, heavy and important. At first, she ignored them. Tray was just being Tray. Suspicious – sure the world was out to get her. But then the words stayed there, sinking in, even as she felt the blanket sit on her shoulders, part of her mind processing the emotions in the room around her.

      She felt Tray’s intensity, Rhys’ concern, and Nord’s curiosity as he played with the light. She could even sense something from Gryff, although his ability to block her kept her from knowing what he was feeling. Nyrnn also registered other emotions, further away, those of the people in the house next door and out in the street. The information was not detailed, but it was there, and she could sense it.

      Her heart wasn’t speeding up from being overwhelmed. She was not identifying with these emotions. Instead, she let them play against her awareness, there but harmless. She knew, even if she felt overwhelmed, she had tools to handle it. She was far from a master of her abilities, but these few things she could do. And Cal’in had taken it away from her.

      Nyrnn tuned into Tray, her friend’s intensity suddenly more nuanced as she looked. Nyrnn’s body flooded with heat as she met the fire in Tray’s eyes. She didn’t have to feel weak. There was another option.

      She felt angry.

      Nyrnn pushed to her feet, hands balled into fists, and Rhys shifted back in surprise. Tray didn’t move, a smile spreading across her face.

      “How… Why would he do this to me?” she said, looking for an outlet to express her anger, her voice rising.

      Rhys looked sideways. “Uh, we need to keep it down…”

      “I did everything right. I was nice. I came to Starfall. I did what they asked. When they lied to me, I accepted it, I stayed. When I was hurt, I came back and tried harder. I did everything. Why would he do this to me?”

      Tray threw Nyrnn a pillow from the couch. “Punch this,” she said.

      Nyrnn grabbed the pillow and then buried her face in it and screamed.

      Breathing heavily, she let the pillow fall to the floor. The room rippled, and she saw her friends as if through a red lens. Fire burned in her stomach. She could see her friends’ faces change, absorbing her anger. No! She held her breath, swallowing, and then closed her eyes and visualized the white, glowing light. She let her breath out, shaky at first, and then smoother, calming her heart and cooling her mind. Keeping her eyes closed, she breathed into the light, letting it grow to the size of the room before releasing it and opening her eyes.

      “Woah,” Tray said. “That’s intense.”

      “I’m sorry,” Nyrnn apologized.

      “Don’t be.”

      Nyrnn continued to stand, feeling antsy. “Why would he do it? What would be the point?”

      “Well, since Cal’in disappeared right after, I think we can assume he wasn’t working with Robern. Did you find something out he needed to hide?” Tray asked.

      Nyrnn closed her eyes, returning to her memory. This time she was not afraid to look at it, and the fuzziness disappeared. She remembered being in Namiga’s office, asking Cal’in for advice. She felt heat rise in her cheeks, matching the heat in her stomach. She took a breath, releasing it slowly.

      “I didn’t have the null stone, and he didn’t know. He was lying to me, so I tried to find out about what… I saw a woman at a celebration and I could feel his love for her. It was really powerful.”

      “So?”

      “I’ve seen her before. She’s one of the Shadowed Ones.”

      “Oh, gods,” Tray said, at a loss for something more.

      “A Shadowed One?” Rhys squeaked. “But you never saw Cal’in in the memories, right?”

      “No.” Nyrnn paced, going through what she could recall from the patients. “I never saw him. But he is connected to this woman. We don’t have enough information.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Tray asked.

      “I – I… need to read more patients. I think that’s the only way to know what’s going on.” Her stomach clenched as she said this, cold sweat breaking out on her palms. She remembered reading Riarynn and failing.

      “Sure, but how? They took all the patients away from the Academy.”

      “I know where there is one patient I can get to. My aunt.” Nyrnn said this slowly. Ever since the first time she had read a patient, she knew she would read her aunt one day. It’s not that she didn’t want to – she deeply desired the opportunity to do so. But reading her aunt meant going home, and she wasn’t sure she was ready for that.

      “At the house, when Namiga was in my mind…. She told me to go to my family. I think that might be why,” she said, looking at the floor. In truth, at first, she had thought Namiga told her to go home so that she would be out of the way. But now… maybe there was something more to it.

      “Didn’t you read your aunt – when you went back in your own memories?” Tray asked, struggling to describe what Nyrnn did.

      “I read myself, my memory. Hers might be different. I think.” A faint headache started in the back of her head. She ignored it.

      “If Namiga told you to go to Shimmerview, there was a reason. This must be it,” said Rhys, making it clear she had faith in the older woman.

      Tray was nodding. “And if that doesn’t work, then maybe we can get you a few more patients to read.”

      Gryff cleared his throat, and all eyes turned towards him. He reached into the satchel and pulled out Robern’s files. “Robern mentioned a lead…” He shuffled the pages. “From the time you connected to all the patients at once.”

      Nyrnn felt her cheeks redden as she remembered Robern’s anger. “He thought one patient had been in the white room, not as a Shadowed One, but as themselves.”

      “Yes. Here – he has a list of the patients who were there and a ranking of which he thinks is most to least likely. If we could find that person, we might link them to the white room, to whoever is behind this. He lists the locations they were moved to – they are all at infirmaries now.” Gryff handed the sheet over to Tray.

      Nyrnn walked forward and took the null stone from Tray’s hand. “I don’t know. That will be a lot of patients all together.”

      Tray looked up at her and cocked her head. “Nah, I think you can do it. But if not, we’ll find a way to get just a few of them. It will give us something to figure out while you and Gryff go to Shimmerview.”

      “What?”

      “Look, we can’t all go. Not if we’re being watched. Rhys and I will figure out the infirmary situation, and Gryff can go with you. He’s too conspicuous to be useful for spying.”

      “I’m sure I can go on my own…”

      “Do you even know how to get back?” Tray asked.

      “Well… no, not really. Is it hard? Just hire a sled, I guess?” Nyrnn shrugged. She felt good. This felt doable, and she wanted to do something. But she had never traveled alone or hired a sled before. Doubt crept in. Did she want to do this alone because it was the best idea? Or because she was fighting against the version of herself she had been these last few days?

      “We’ll take Nord with us. That should give you freedom to gather information,” Gryff suggested.

      Tray was about to object, but Rhys quieted her with a hand. “He’ll be safer away from here.”

      Tray looked at Gryff. “He’ll be safe. You’ll make sure he’s safe?”

      Gryff nodded. “I promise.”

      They looked at each other. It had only been a few days, but it felt odd to split up. Nyrnn met Tray’s eyes and nodded.

      “We’ll leave tomorrow,” Nyrnn said.
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        * * *

      

      Nyrnn and Rhys were in one room, with Tray and Nord in the other. Gryff was stationed by the front door “just in case.”

      Rhys had taken out her pencils, drawing in the dim light of the lantern as Nyrnn checked through her bag, ensuring she had what she needed for the next day. After a quick search, she had found some clothing stored in the closets of the house. Nyrnn went through these, seeing mostly the type of travel gear she had seen on the trip to Starfall. She tried on a pair of dark trousers and a black shirt, then slid a long riding coat overtop. She pulled back her long hair into a braid.

      “How do I look? Like a regular traveler?”

      Rhys looked up. “Yeah. You’ve changed again, you know.”

      “My clothes?”

      “You.”

      “Rhys… what do you see when you look at people? When you draw them?” Nyrnn asked carefully. Her null stone was back in her pocket, and she ensured she kept away from Rhys as she asked.

      “I see… I’m not sure ‘see’ is the right word. But I can… feel them, almost? I can feel their… structure. And sometimes – with you and with Nord – I can feel something off. When you arrived, it was like there were many tiny things that were out of alignment in your body. Over time, they… changed. Aligned. I don’t know. Is this making any sense?” She looked up at Nyrnn.

      “Can you tell the difference between what was… out of alignment in me as opposed to Nord?” Nyrnn asked carefully, an idea forming in her mind.

      “Yes. It is different. I don’t know how to describe it.” Nyrnn thought of Max. She knew nothing about the wynn. The book she had gotten on the wynn right before the Shadowed One attack she had never opened, events speeding up in a way that kept her from learning more. But then, maybe not knowing was a good thing.

      “That sounds a lot like what stone wynn do.”

      “No… no. Stone wynn can’t sense organic objects. Living things.”

      “Well, no, they can’t. But you can.”

      Rhys shook her head. “No, I can’t. I know you’re trying to be nice, but I can’t do that. No one can. I’m a stone wynn, I’m not… my ability is very weak. I just like to draw.”

      Nyrnn shrugged, trying to look nonchalant even as she felt a tiny victory in her mind. She knew she was on to something. Hopefully Rhys would believe her.

      

      Later that night, Nyrnn sat on the roof of the small house, alone. Gryff had asked if she wanted company, but she had turned him down. She had left the null stone as well, climbing out a window and onto the roof. The shingles were well worn and in need of repair, and she had to be careful, uncertain if they might allow her to slide off. But she didn’t care.

      She could feel the heavy mantle of the emotions of all those close by on her shoulders. It pressed down in a way that was not comfortable, exactly, but somehow comforting. From here she could see across the square and to the houses beyond. In the distance, the wall that surrounded Starfall loomed up against the night.

      She was going home. After all this time, after all that had happened, she was going home. She wasn’t sure if she felt happy or miserable.
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      Nyrnn stepped off the sled, her feet sinking into the soft grass of the fields surrounding Shimmerview. Her stomach settled, the ground wonderfully still after their crowded ride on the wobbly sled. Gryff had got them seats on a transport for workers. With nine people aboard, the sled had struggled; the driver determined to make the trip fast despite the heavy cargo. While each passenger tried to stay in their own seat, the tippy sled would often send them falling into one another.

      She looked down the hill and saw the town of Shimmerview lit by the golden hues of the afternoon sun. She was home.

      Nord climbed down after her, extricating his lanky frame from the sled with a grimace on his face. Nyrnn grabbed his arm and moved the two of them out of the way so the rest could disembark. Gryff was the last off, stepping from the sled to look around at their new surroundings.

      “So where do you want to go?” he asked, rubbing his elbow and stretching.

      Many places flooded her mind. The market. The Academy. The temple. Her house.

      “To see my father,” she said.

      He nodded.

      “Um… Can you…?” she said, opening her palm, the null stone inside.

      He reached out and took the stone, grimacing, and put it into his pocket.

      “Are you sure?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “Shouldn’t be too many threats here.”

      She smiled. “I shouldn’t think so.” Nyrnn walked forward, feeling the null field dissipate, and then it was gone. The blanket rested on her shoulders, the pressure familiar now. If she didn’t focus on it, the emotions stayed undefined. Unless they were right beside her.

      “Gryff?”

      “Sorry,” he said. She felt her shoulders relax.

      “I need to ask you how you do that someday.”

      “Someday.” He smiled. “Let’s go.”

      As they walked, Nyrnn pulled Nord beside her and pointed to a group of buildings in the distance. “Nord – this is my home.”

      He walked with her, not responding. She reached out. She could feel… something. It was quiet. Contentment, perhaps?

      “I’m glad you came with us.” Nyrnn kept talking, telling Nord about Shimmerview. The chatter was an attempt to distract herself. She could already feel a dampness in her palms as she considered what it would feel like to see familiar faces. Be seen by them.

      “You used to live at the temple?” Gryff interjected. Nyrnn took a moment. What had she been saying? Oh, right. She had been telling Nord about her childhood.

      “Everyone thought the healing pod would fix me. Could fix me. So sometimes I would spend a week there. I guess it was sort of an experiment? It happened a lot when my mother was away.”

      “Why more when she was away?”

      “I used to think it was because my father needed a break. Raising two girls often on his own must have been hard, especially when one was always sick. But now… everything is different. I’m not what I thought I was.”

      “Do you think the healers knew?”

      “No one is like me. They called me the ‘lucky survivor’ and I just thought – oh – there’s a bunch of us. But none of that was true. How could they not know?” Nyrnn shook her head.

      They entered the edge of town, drawing glances of curiosity from the townsfolk. She was dressed in the clothes she had found in the safe house – clothes that belonged to a traveler, not to a resident of Shimmerview. She was a stranger in her own town.

      “Nyrnn, dear?” An older woman with a straw hat peered at her.

      “Leyann – it’s good to see you.” She felt Leyann’s confusion and concern. “Don’t worry, I’m fine,” Nyrnn said, reacting to the emotions she could sense from the other woman.

      “Course you are,” Leyann said, and Nyrnn could tell the woman was lying. She was trying to be nice. This was going to take some getting used to.

      Nyrnn nodded politely, and kept walking, steering them towards the east side of town where the farms were. From the top of the hill they could see the fields stretching towards the ocean, which glittered in the summer sun. A few fishing boats sat in the waves, hoping for a good catch. Out beyond the boats stood the familiar pillars of the gods, shooting up from the sea, shining white-gold.

      “It’s quite the view,” Gryff said.

      Nyrnn nodded. “It’s funny – I hardly noticed them when I was growing up. The pillars were always just there.”

      “Does it interfere with the fishing?”

      “The boats must stay between the pillars and the Island.”

      “Do they… do something?” Gryff asked. “My teacher said they ‘protected the Island.’ I never asked what that meant.”

      “They say it is more like a feeling. It mostly affects boats that come from outside – you don’t want to get close to them.” She smiled at him as they continued to walk. “I never thought about you having a teacher. I think I always assumed you just appeared in the dorm.”

      He laughed. “I came to the Academy when I was six. I trained, just like the other wynn.”

      “Did you ever have trouble with your abilities?”

      “No, that came easily to me. Although I think that can be its own problem.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “Sometimes when something comes easy, we don’t really appreciate it.”

      “And then they made you into a soldier.”

      Gryff paused. She looked at him, seeing the tension in his jaw. “I made myself into one. I wanted it. I… I didn’t realize what it would mean.”

      “What happened in the battle?” Nyrnn asked. Despite the time they had spent together, Nyrnn knew very few personal details about Gryff. About Gerrin. He always changed the subject. But while Gerrin was hailed as a hero, and she knew he had killed enemy soldiers, she also knew that the Nubrai guard had not retrieved the kidnapped children. She wondered what had happened, what had caused them to return before they did so.

      “I’m not going to tell you that,” he said.

      “Why not?”

      “It’s not… I’ve worked hard… I…” he stumbled. Nyrnn turned to look at him. She couldn’t feel what he was feeling, but she could read his expression. Most of the time, Gryff looked steady and sure. At the moment, that was gone. He looked younger. It was strange. He was only a few years older than her, but it always felt as if the gap was much larger. There was so much she didn’t understand about the world. Part of her wanted to push and finally get some answers, but another part begged her to let it go. It was his past. It was up to him. She found a compromise.

      “Could you… tell it to me like a story? Not the details, but the outline? You’ve told me I need to understand what I am. I need to understand the benefits and costs of being a wynn. But I don’t know any wynn who can tell me.” She held his eyes, then looked away, not insisting.

      There was a pause as they continued to walk through the town.

      “Alright,” he said. “There was a young boy who could manipulate people’s energy. So he did. He would take energy from others – a bully, a mean teacher – and strengthen himself. He had a natural talent for it. Soon he could move the energy of people who were further and further away, and larger and larger groups.

      “Teachers saw potential in this boy. They encouraged him to keep training – to see how much he could do. When he was fourteen he begged to train as a soldier. Then Draihan raiders came, and the Chosen thought this boy could fight for them. The boy was eager, so they sent him to the mainland and he became a weapon and killed those sent against them. They sent him to the home of their enemies and asked him to destroy them there, keeping them from ever returning.

      “But when the boy took their energy, he understood the enemy was not that different from his friends and family. From the people he was defending. So he said no. They thought they could change his mind.”

      Gryff paused. They walked in silence.

      “But the boy was too powerful for that. So he killed those who sought to control him. And then he left. And as long as he left them alone, they left him alone.”

      Nyrnn’s heart ached. She felt tears gathering at the sides of her eyes.

      “I told you it’s not a nice story,” Gryff said, turning towards her.

      She wiped away a tear. “When they forced you… that was a mind wynn, right?”

      He nodded. “It was different from what Cal’in did. Nayla tried to push me to act when I wanted to leave. It was fast, and it almost worked. But I knew what she was doing. I was… angry. I… killed her.”

      “She shouldn’t have done that,” Nyrnn said, leaping to his defence, seeing the pain on his face.

      “That’s not an excuse,” he corrected her. “Nayla didn’t deserve to die. She was just following orders.”

      Nyrnn swallowed, letting his words sink in.

      “Do you blame the person who gave the orders?” she asked after a while.

      “No. They wanted to keep the Draihan from coming back.”

      “So, you just blame yourself?” Nyrnn turned to him, but Gryff was looking out towards the ocean.

      “I shouldn’t have killed her,” he said.

      Nyrnn digested the story. In Shimmerview, there was very little violence, and the mayor resolved all conflicts through negotiation. It was hard to imagine what it would be like to fight for your life, to see people dying around you. To have to kill. Her stomach churned. That Gryff had killed easily, and shifted so much energy, showed how powerful he was. And yet this power made him miserable.

      They walked in silence, soon arriving at the entrance to Shimmerview Fields. “My father is the overseer of the grain farms in Shimmerview. He should be here,” she explained, not moving.

      “We’ll wait outside,” Gryff said, putting a hand on Nord’s shoulder.

      Nyrnn stood looking at the sign for the farm, her stomach clenching. In her last letter to her father, she had said everything was fine. That was before the attack on the Academy, and then their move to Aleynn’s and then the small safe house. Would he have heard about the attack? Was he worried? Should she have told him?

      What would it be like to feel his emotions? What if he was angry with her? Or irritated that she had returned? Was she ready for that?

      “Could you… come with me?” she asked, feeling foolish.

      Gryff raised an eyebrow.

      “Just in case,” she said vaguely.

      “You don’t need me there.”

      “Please,” Nyrnn said, the words coming easily.

      He met her eyes. Then he nodded. “We’ll follow you.”

      Nyrnn took a breath and stepped into the building.

      

      Nyrnn led the way through the small corridors, letting her hands trail on the cool stone of the walls. They passed a few workers on their way, most making room for them, recognizing the clothing of Starfall but not her face. Nyrnn stopped one worker, asking where she might find Ardynn. The worker pointed, saying he was out in the south fields. Nyrnn made a course correction and headed that way.

      The building ended, and the fields opened up before them. The grain crops were green and lush, filling the air with the scent of sun and dirt and home. Nyrnn breathed it in, thirsty for the familiar. Then, spotting her father nearby, she walked over to him.

      Her father was waving his hands animatedly as he explained something to a few workers. As Nyrnn approached, the workers noticed her first, and it was their glances of curiosity that caused the large man to turn around. Nyrnn braced herself, ready to feel whatever Ardynn was feeling.

      “Hello,” she said nervously.

      “Nyrnn? You’re home!” He turned and enveloped her in a large hug, pressing her to his chest. She felt her chest warm and her heart become light. The feeling was familiar. All these years of living with him, she hadn’t known why, but she had always felt safe and loved. She hugged him back, wishing he knew what it meant to her.

      Ardynn pulled back, looking her over. “What a wonderful surprise. You look different.” He shook his head, his smile broad. “That herb is doing wonders. You look so healthy!” He hugged her again. Nyrnn blushed, and Ardynn turned to the workers who he had been entertaining with his story. “Back to work, both of you. If anyone needs me, tell them I’m spending time with my daughter!” he boomed, his large arm on Nyrnn’s shoulder. As the workers left, Nyrnn turned to her friends.

      “This is Gryff and Nord.” Nyrnn pointed at them.

      “Welcome to Shimmerview Fields! Let’s find somewhere to sit out of this hot sun.” He led them to a group of tables and chairs in the shade of the building. Nyrnn sat beside her father, while Gryff kept a distance, ensuring she was out of the null field. Nord perched in his chair, looking around at the scenery.

      “Have you come home now? Ready to choose your profession? You look so strong. I’m sure you could be an archivist if that’s what you still want.” Ardynn kept his eyes on her, as if unable to believe the way she had changed. Nyrnn swallowed. The changes were bigger than he knew.

      “We need to return soon,” Nyrnn replied. “This is a… vacation.”

      “A vacation! You’ve grown up. We’ve all missed you, but clearly working with Robern has agreed with you. Is he here? I would love to shake his hand.” Ardynn looked around.

      “Robern is still in Starfall,” she said carefully. “He helped me understand the cause of my condition. It wasn’t what we thought it was… See, I… uh…” Nyrnn stumbled.

      “What is it?” Her father’s voice was warm, and yet she could feel his concern.

      “Well, it turns out I might be…”

      “You are,” Gryff interjected from across the table. She looked at him and saw amusement in his eyes. “Just tell him.”

      “Tell me what?” Ardynn looked from Gryff to Nyrnn.

      “I think I might be a heart wynn?” she said, wincing. It felt bizarre to say it out loud.

      “A heart wynn?” She felt her father’s confusion mirrored in her own body.

      “That’s why I was having trouble…” she struggled.

      “You were tested, Nyrnn. The Awakeners came. I don’t think that you can be a wynn.”

      She shrugged awkwardly. “I don’t understand it either.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Fairly sure,” Nyrnn said, doubt creeping into her voice.

      “Sir, Nyrnn is a heart wynn. She’s been training with the wynn at the Silver Orb Academy,” Gryff clarified.

      “The Silver Orb…” Ardynn sat back. He whistled. “My daughter is a heart wynn,” he grinned. “And you can… what can you do?”

      “Sense emotions, sometimes?” she said.

      “Wonderful! This is amazing. I know little about the heart wynn, but I know they work as healers in our temple. Maybe you could join them? All the time you spent in the temple, now you could help others!” His vision for Nyrnn materialized. He still wanted her to be here, to stay in town with him.

      “Maybe,” Nyrnn said. She wanted to make him happy, but there was something about his plan for her that didn’t fit right.

      “A heart wynn!” Ardynn said, smiling at her, his enthusiasm thawing her own fears. “Come – much has changed here since you left. Lots of changes at the Fields.” He stood up, gesturing for them to follow. “It might not seem as exciting as Starfall, but it’s still a pretty exciting place.” He turned to Gryff and Nord. “Have you two ever seen a real farm?”

      “No, sir,” Gryff said.

      “Well, you are about to see the best farm in Nubrai,” he said. Ardynn spent the next hour showing them the farm, his pride in his work clear. As they walked, he kept his arm around Nyrnn, as if afraid she might disappear. When he ran out of things to show them, Ardynn offered beds for Gryff and Nord while they were in town, and then sent them off to “explore” for the rest of the day.

      

      Standing outside the Fields, Nyrnn felt her shoulders relax. Ardynn’s emotions were positive, but they were also intense. Coupled with Nyrnn’s own concerns, and her need to show him she was okay, it had been a lot. Now, standing in the street, her mind returned to the reason she was here. Or rather, that she wasn’t sure why she was here.

      “You okay?” Gryff asked.

      “What… oh, yes. Distracted,” Nyrnn said, shaking her head.

      “He seems like a really nice man.”

      “He is.” Nyrnn smiled.

      “Do you want to go see your aunt next?”

      Nyrnn looked around the town, weighing her options. “I’m not ready yet. It still feels like… like there is stuff in here.” She tapped her head. “What Namiga did helped, but it’s not quite gone yet. I thought I might go to the temple to talk to the healers.”

      “To see the heart wynn?” he clarified.

      “Do you think they knew?”

      Gryff shrugged. “I don’t know.” He looked out towards the water. “I want to go down to the ocean. I don’t get to see it very often. You don’t need me, Nyrnn. You’re fine. I’ll take Nord and meet you back here in an hour.”

      He said it in a matter-of-fact way. Nyrnn felt a hard knot in her stomach. He was right, of course. She hadn’t needed him. She probably wouldn’t. Her mind understood, but her feelings were much less logical.

      Watching her, he repeated himself. “You’re fine. I… need to do this.” He gestured to the path. “Will this take me there?”

      Nyrnn nodded, and then he was gone, hand on Nord’s shoulder, striding away with purposeful steps and not looking back. Leaving her alone.

      I am fine. I am fine. I am fine.

      When Cal’in had altered her thoughts, he had reignited the feelings of fragility and weakness she had felt when she was last here. Being in this spot was a painful reminder of what she had been. Was she still that person? She didn’t know.

      Nyrnn looked at the temple standing at the top of the hill. Then her eyes were drawn to the Shimmerview Academy. She would make one stop on the way.

      The halls of the Academy were empty. Most of the students would be working with their families at this time of year, helping with the crops and eventual harvest. Her feet took her towards Hala’s classroom. As she neared, she could hear her friend’s voice and the high-pitched responses from her students. Nyrnn peeked in the door.

      She could feel the emotions of the children. Twenty was a lot of people – entering the room would be difficult for her. The emotions twisted upon one another, happiness and joy, along with jealousy and disappointment. When she had walked through the streets, she had mostly sensed the emotions of adults, which were quieter. The children felt many things, and they felt them all loudly. Nyrnn’s stomach flipped as she worked to get her bearings, feeling the highs and lows at the same time. A bead of sweat formed at her brow, and she wiped it away with her sleeve, visualizing the glowing light. With a breath she had it under control.

      Nyrnn raised a hand, catching Hala’s attention. Her friend’s eyes went wide in surprise. Nyrnn motioned for Hala to come into the hall. With one last look at the children, Nyrnn stepped back, easing the strain.

      “You’re home?” Hala asked.

      Nyrnn focused on her friend. “Just for a visit.”

      Hala looked her over. “You look so different,” she said, smiling, and gave Nyrnn a careful hug. “Are you okay? Did Robern treat you well?” Nyrnn could feel her friend’s concern. But there was something more. What was it?

      “I’m fine,” Nyrnn said.

      “My brothers told me about the recent Shadowed One attacks – one at the Silver Orb Academy! You must have been terrified. Robern is putting you in danger keeping you in Starfall. I should talk to him, get him to give you that stupid herb so you don’t have to go back.”

      “I’m fine, Hala,” Nyrnn repeated.

      “Sure, until one of the mind wynn takes over your mind, or a Shadowed One leaves you like a potato,” she scoffed.

      “Are you… upset that I left?” Nyrnn asked, feeling strange.

      “I’m worried about you. The people in Starfall, they don’t understand you. Are you here alone? Do you need me to walk you home? I can get Deen to cover my class.” Hala looked past Nyrnn to locate the other teacher.

      “I don’t need help. I just wanted to see you,” Nyrnn said.

      Hala winced. “I want what’s best for you.”

      It wasn’t a lie. But when Hala had offered to walk Nyrnn home, she had felt relief until Nyrnn had refused. Nyrnn thought of the letters she had written, always telling her friend of the funny things that happened at the dorm, and never revealing what had really been happening. Even now, she was reluctant to say anything.

      “What’s wrong? You look pale.” Hala reached a hand towards her, and again Nyrnn could feel her relief at seeing Nyrnn’s potential weakness, and for a moment Nyrnn almost wanted to fall back into their routine. Let Hala protect her.

      She shook her head. No. She needed to get away.

      “I have to go. I hope I see you again before I leave,” Nyrnn said, backing away from her friend. Nyrnn could feel Hala’s uncertainty, and Nyrnn knew that their relationship had changed. She didn’t need her protector anymore.

      Nyrnn stopped. “Thank you for always watching out for me,” she said. Then she rushed forward and gave Hala a hug, feeling her strong body react with surprise before her arms surrounded her. Then she pulled away and turned to walk out of the Academy. She could feel Hala’s confusion, but she didn’t look back.

      

      The Temple of Tetwynn was cool inside despite the heat of the day. There was something about the architecture that kept the building at the same temperature regardless of the time of year. Nyrnn used to imagine the building was magical, kept cool by Tetwynn herself.

      The door led straight to the main room where the beds were, the single healing pod kept behind walls on the left. The beds were empty except for one at the far end. There were few injuries in Shimmerview that the healing pods or simply resting at home could not cure. When Nyrnn had come here, she had often been alone with the healers.

      She walked through the familiar area and into a room in the back. Two women were seated inside, one knitting while the other read. They had been chatting quietly with each other but stopped when Nyrnn entered. She knew them both. Gladynn was a stone wynn who operated the healing pod. She was paging through a book, a cup of tea at her elbow.

      “Nyrnn? Are you okay?” Gladynn asked.

      “You’re anxious,” Vera said, looking up from her knitting. Older than Gladynn, Vera made food for the patients. Nyrnn remembered eating her soup as Vera chatted about events in the town. Knowing that she was a heart wynn, Nyrnn suspected there had been more to it than that. Had Vera been calming her fears? Something else?

      Nyrnn knew she should ask about Cal’in attacking her, but other questions pushed to the surface. “When I was little, you taught me a visualization to help with my condition.”

      Vera looked at her, puzzled. “I might have. Did it help?”

      “Yes, it did. I’m…” The words stalled on her tongue as she twisted her hands.

      “You’re what, dear?” Vera asked, kindness in her eyes.

      “Do you need the pod?” Gladynn stood up and came closer. She placed a hand on Nyrnn’s arm, and Nyrnn felt her concern, her worry.

      “I’m a heart wynn,” Nyrnn blurted out, claiming it. She felt their surprise. “I don’t have a condition. I never did.”

      Vera’s eyes softened, and then she went back to her knitting. “Well, that’s good you’ve figured that out.”

      “I’ll get you a cup of tea.” Gladynn gestured towards her vacated seat beside Vera. Then she busied herself on the other side of the room with the mugs.

      Nyrnn walked towards the seat, her steps slow.

      “Just sit down, dear,” Vera said, not looking up.

      Nyrnn did so, her eyes focusing on Vera’s needles as she worked with the yarn.

      “It relaxes me,” Vera said, moving the knitting around. “You might want to find something like that too.”

      “You’re not surprised,” Nyrnn stated.

      “If you’re asking, did I know – I did not. It is hard to spot a heart wynn. My mother just thought I was a sensitive child. Back then you had to take your children to Starfall to be awakened. You would only go to the trouble if you thought it was likely they were wynn. My mother, well, she did not think that. Even back then they wanted the stone wynn the most, so if you weren’t playing with stonetych, people didn’t pay as much attention to you.”

      “She just thought you were sensitive?”

      “I cried. A lot. But I could feel the emotions of my parents, who were no longer in love but just staying together for me. I could feel the emotions of my grandmother, who was dying and afraid of that which comes next. I could feel everything. And so I cried. And my mother decided that I must be sensitive.” Vera shrugged.

      “Then what happened?”

      “Over time I figured it out. I trained with other wynn and then I returned to Shimmerview, where I could help at the temple.” Vera smiled at her. “We tend to figure out who we are, over time, no matter where we start from.”

      Nyrnn twisted her hands in her lap. “You’re… I… I wasn’t…” She struggled to express herself.

      “What, dear?” Vera asked.

      “It was a lie. No one survives a Shadowed One attack without the echo. No one. But you pretended that happened to me, and so I had to live with a debilitating condition…” Nyrnn kept her eyes on the ground. “You should have known.”

      “It wasn’t a lie. You survived when others didn’t. I was told a story about what happened and I believed it. When you came here my job was to feed you, calm your fears, and send you home.”

      Nyrnn looked up, meeting Vera’s eyes. “You taught me a visualization technique for heart wynn. You knew.”

      Vera pursed her lips. “I didn’t know. I taught that to a lot of people. I still do.”

      Nyrnn looked at her hands. She could feel the truth in Vera’s words, but if it were true, did that mean it was an accident? Gladynn placed a mug of tea beside her and gave her a soft smile before taking a seat.

      Vera started knitting again. “Stories are useful. They help us to understand the world around us. But sometimes we make a mistake – make the evidence fit the story rather than the other way around. Maybe I made a mistake. When the evidence doesn’t fit, you need to get curious. Are you curious, Nyrnn?”

      Nyrnn was afraid, she was uncertain, but yes, she was also curious. She nodded.

      “What have you tried that you thought was impossible?” Vera asked.

      “I can communicate with the patients,” Nyrnn said without thinking.

      “Is that so? Well, that’s a wonderful thing to do. How did it feel?”

      “Amazing. And hard. I ended up in the temple a few times.” Nyrnn’s cheeks flushed.

      “Well, sometimes that’s how we learn our limits. When I went to the Academy, I knew folks who wished they weren’t heart wynn. It’s a hard path sometimes. They didn’t want to be sensitive. They didn’t want to feel the emotions of others. They didn’t want any of it. And so they fought themselves. Made themselves sick. My advice – this is who you are. That’s okay. It’s you. If you accept who you are, then you’ll be just fine.”

      Nyrnn sipped her tea slowly. The meeting was not going as she had expected – and yet it was the first time she was getting to speak to a heart wynn since discovering she was one.

      “Are the heart wynn… weaker than the others?” she asked.

      “Weaker? What a strange question,” Vera said, her needles moving as she started another row.

      “The stone wynn can use the stonetych. The mind wynn can read thoughts. The fire wynn are warriors and guards. I don’t understand where heart wynn fit.”

      Vera scoffed. “Nonsense. A sword is not powerful in the hands of someone who is not trained. These needles,” she held up her knitting, “could not create a sweater in the hands of someone who does not know how to knit.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Everyone has things they can do. Wynn, not wynn, doesn’t matter. And some of them do it better than others. Talking with patients – that’s powerful for those who have lost a loved one. Don’t compare yourself to the others. Nothing good will come of that.”

      Nyrnn nodded, but felt uncertain. It seemed like Vera was agreeing with her. Or maybe she wasn’t? “I was attacked by a mind wynn,” Nyrnn said slowly.

      “A mind wynn?” Vera set down her needles and turned, taking Nyrnn’s face in her hands. She closed her eyes. “Hmmm…”

      “What? Is there something? I’ve haven’t felt like myself…” Nyrnn said.

      Vera released her face. “Nah, you’re fine.”

      “But… I was programmed… I can’t…” Nyrnn protested.

      “Maybe you were, but it’s gone. Any programming in there is of your own making.”

      Nyrnn shook her head, trying to understand the words.

      “You’re still confused. That’s good. I spent a lot of time being confused when I was your age. Keeps you sharp, asking questions, curious. But I think you have somewhere else you need to be. Go – and keep doing what you’re doing. You’ll figure it out.”

      Gladynn took her half-empty cup and ushered Nyrnn out of the room and towards the front of the temple. Nyrnn felt her feet heavy, reluctant to leave.

      “Good luck, Nyrnn, we’re rooting for you,” Gladynn said. “But Vera is right. This place, the temple, is for sick people. You don’t belong here.” She smiled and then turned to go check on her patient.

      Nyrnn watched for a minute and then turned away to walk back towards town.
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      When Nyrnn reached the main roadway, she found Gryff and Nord leaning up against a building watching the townspeople. Nord was mimicking Gryff, arms crossed, trying to take on the same serious expression.

      “Productive trip?” Gryff asked, as they began walking.

      “I’m not sure yet.”

      “They didn’t know you were a wynn?”

      “No. I thought… I keep thinking someone must have known. Someone must have realized.”

      “Would that change things for you?”

      “It would help me make sense of it.”

      Gryff nodded.

      “Did you see the ocean?”

      “You have a beautiful spot here,” he said.

      “That’s all you did?” Nyrnn imagined it in her mind’s eye – Gryff sitting stoically on the hilltop, staring at the water.

      “I talked to the fishers. They’ve seen ships coming close to the other side of the pillars.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Fishing, maybe. Checking for weaknesses, maybe.”

      Nyrnn felt a knot in her stomach.

      “Why would they come to Shimmerview?”

      Gryff shrugged. “They might just be looking for a way onto the Island. An easy way. Shimmerview is farther from the mainland, but they’ve probably been checking the spots that are closer for years now.”

      “What happens to us if the pillars fail?”

      “I imagine Draihan will bring soldiers to the Island and take away any stonetych they find. Or maybe they will take control of the Island. Either the Chosen will give it to them, or there will be war.”

      “That’s awful.”

      “They’re not bad people, many of them. We’re in a bit of a bubble here. If the bubble bursts, things will change.”

      “If that happens, would you fight against Draihan again?”

      Gryff paused and then shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

      “Even if they would destroy the Island?”

      Gryff looked at Nyrnn. “Its not like what you think. What you’ve heard about. Battles. War. It’s not noble. It’s not like the stories. It’s wrong, always wrong.”

      Nyrnn looked at him, feeling the intensity of his gaze.

      “Even to save your home?”

      “Doesn’t change what it is. If I do that again – become a tool for the Chosen – I’m not sure I will come back from it. It changes you.” He kept his gaze on the horizon, his fists clenched.

      “That’s what you did, not who you are.”

      He scoffed. “That’s a story you’re telling yourself. The people who came and stole and killed wynn children, is that just what they did, or who they are?”

      Nyrnn paused, uncertain. He waited, but she didn’t know how to respond.

      Gryff continued, “We’re all just trying to save our people, but there’s a cost. Maybe the Island will fall one day. Maybe that’s just how it’s supposed to be.”

      Nyrnn looked over her shoulder at the houses, seeing the sun hanging low in the summer sky. She could hear people chatting in the town, noises that told of familiar greetings between neighbours. She saw a cart go by, filled with produce, headed for the market. The man pushing it tipped his hat at them, thinking they were strangers.

      “I’m not sure I could let harm come to these people if I could stop it,” she said.

      “I felt that way too, in the beginning.” He sighed. “The defences are holding. Maybe this is not something that will happen in our lifetime.”

      They were nearing Nyrnn’s house, but she slowed her pace, forcing Gryff to match it. As they talked, Nyrnn thought she could feel the edges of what Gryff was feeling. She concentrated on it, trying to pull it forward, but it wouldn’t budge, remaining faint. Some anger, maybe, or frustration? She wanted to ask more questions. She wanted to understand what seemed so obvious to him. She looked up at his face, his dark eyes guarded as he walked, stuck in a past she didn’t understand.

      “You could show me what it was like,” she said quietly.

      He paused, then shook his head. “No. I don’t want you to see that.” He turned to her, holding her gaze. “Do you trust me?”

      She knew she could push. With Cal’in, she had dug deeper, finding what he had been hiding. It had been hard, and she had paid a price, but she could do it. This feeling of confidence was new and strange, and was almost an itch to do more.

      Then she remembered a conversation long ago in the patients’ room when Gryff asked if she learned she was a mind wynn, would she read his mind?

      She nodded her head, pulling back her awareness. “I trust you.”

      

      Nyrnn, Gryff and Nord walked up the front steps and into Nyrnn’s home. Immediately, they were greeted with the smells of roasting squash and sausage. Nyrnn smiled, noting that Lyndia had chosen to make her father’s favourite meal, not Nyrnn’s, on this night. Of course. There was something comforting about how familiar that felt. Gryff motioned to Nyrnn and pulled the null stone from his pocket, placing it on the table by the front door. The house was small, and it would be hard to avoid the null field inside if Gryff had it on his person. Nyrnn nodded. She was fine. She could do this. She needed to do this.

      They walked down the front hall towards the sitting room, Nyrnn feeling self-conscious, her palms sweaty. She wondered if she should offer to give Gryff a tour? Should she introduce him as Gryff or as Gerrin? Her mind concentrated on these concerns, even as she could hear voices down the hall. She brushed her sweaty palms on her pants and shook her head as if to dislodge the pressure mounting in the back of her skull.

      Then they rounded the corner, and Nyrnn smiled and then froze. A wave of pressure hit her as her mind spun. In the sitting room, she saw her father and sister, as well as several other people. Hala and one of her brothers were there, chatting with Ardynn. Teacher Umbynt and Chancellor Nialla talked in the corner with the mayor. A man Nyrnn didn’t recognize stood beside her sister as she laid a hand on his arm. Even her Aunt L’lor sat in the corner, looking agitated, as people moved around her.

      There were so many people that their emotions registered as noise, overlapping one another. Someone was happy and someone else was stressed. She could not tell who. Then the group turned towards the new arrivals and they looked at Nyrnn the way they had always looked at her – as a small, weak, sick girl who needed to be protected. Their emotions aligned: they were afraid she might be hurt. They were worried about her health. They were ready to help. This image came from a place of love and concern and it was powerful. In that moment, Nyrnn was the woman they had known before. Worse, she was the woman they had believed she was.

      Suddenly, the travelers’ clothes were strange on her body, clothes she had stolen that didn’t belong to her. She had been gone in Starfall too long. Nyrnn had been pretending, play-acting, telling a fanciful story about someone she imagined. She couldn’t help stop the Shadowed Ones, that was far too much for her. It was time to step back into her truth. Be what these people thought she was.

      The heaviness on her shoulders grew, pushing on her, as her knees felt weak. Her head throbbed and her vision blurred.

      No, she thought.

      Nyrnn grabbed Gryff’s arm, squeezing, unsteady on her feet.

      “Is she having an attack?” Hala asked, jumping up, eager to help her friend.

      “Maybe you need to lie down.” Lyndia’s voice came from behind Nyrnn as she fought to steady her breath.

      “Do you need…” Gryff tilted his head towards the front of the house where the null stone was.

      She needed it. No, she didn’t need it. She was weak. She needed to be protected. That’s what she was. No, that’s what they saw when they looked at her. They were protective. They wanted to help her. And she needed help. The weak bird with the broken wing. She clenched her teeth and dug her nails into Gryff, shaking her head even as she closed her eyes.

      Hala was beside her, reaching for her other arm. Possessive. Nyrnn was her responsibility. Hers to protect. A weak girl that needed help.

      The emotions were not new.

      She had been defined by these emotions.

      She had been held hostage by these emotions.

      They didn’t know she could hear them. They didn’t know how loud they were.

      “Help me,” she whispered, and then pushed at Gryff, unable to wait. His arm jerked in her grasp, and she felt herself come up against a wall. Desperately she pushed again, and the wall dissolved.

      Behind her eyelids, colours swirled. She saw herself in the patients’ room, sitting by Harsho and talking. She felt… curious. She felt her chest warm, as if something was thawing there. Then the images shifted, and she saw herself in the temple, Tray helping her to stand as she got ready to leave. She cringed, seeing her body frail in the nightdress. But this emotion was pushed away by another. Surprise and… respect.

      Then the images changed one last time, and she was back in the shed. The room was full of fear, and yet she saw herself roll the null stone away, and then come to stand at the door. She looked at herself, feeling awe. Seeing herself as powerful.

      Powerful.

      She had never felt that before.

      She let the memories fill her. At first they were a life raft, then a boat, then an island. She layered her own memories on top, remembering how she felt in those moments. Afraid, yes, but more than that. Willing to take a risk, willing to push herself. Curious about what might happen next.

      In that moment, Nyrnn let go of who she had been and allowed herself to become something new.

      The glowing light appeared, and Nyrnn breathed into it, watching it easily grow to the size of her lungs, then her body, and then the room. She stood straighter and opened her eyes, her headache gone, although the pressure remained.

      Nyrnn opened her eyes. Her family and friends were staring. Some had moved towards her, ready to help. Their expressions were uncertain, and Nyrnn was uncertain too. But she was also more than that. Their feelings did not belong to her.

      “I’m fine,” she said. She released her grip on Gryff.

      “Are you sure?” Hala asked, backing up, looking Nyrnn in the eyes. “We could go to the temple.”

      Nyrnn smiled. “I’m fine. We have a lot to talk about.”

      

      Nialla and Umbynt left after chatting with Nyrnn. Both seemed happy to see that she had gotten stronger. Umbynt again encouraged Nyrnn to consider training as an archivist. Then Hala and the strange man left – apparently this was the new man in Lyndia’s life that Hala had told her about. Soon it was just the family and Gryff and Nord, and they sat down to enjoy the meal Lyndia had prepared. As they ate, Nyrnn told her family that she was a heart wynn, and that was the source of her symptoms. They asked a lot of questions, most of which Nyrnn couldn’t answer, but that was okay. They weren’t sure if they believed her. She understood. She hadn’t believed it either at first. They remarked on how different she looked, and they accepted she would be returning to Starfall to continue training.

      Nyrnn found she could separate their emotions from herself now. She could tell what they were feeling as they talked without letting that become how she saw herself. She caught herself occasionally saying what she knew they wanted to hear, choosing her topics based on how happy they were. It was strange, and she wondered if she had always been doing this. Now that she noticed it, would she continue? But she felt buoyed by their happiness, so she did what she could to keep the tone light.

      As the meal came to a close, Nyrnn told them about the patients she had met and worked with in Starfall. She could feel their skepticism, but she felt proud of what she had done. Excitement and anxiety ran through her stomach, but this belonged to her. She was finally here. It was finally time. She could talk with L’lor.

      L’lor had not been at the table with them. Ardynn had brought her upstairs before the meal, concerned about the way she had been unsettled in the larger group.

      “I want to go see her now,” Nyrnn said, standing.

      “Do you need us to do anything?” Ardynn asked.

      “Just stay down here. It will be easier if it is just me and her.”

      Lyndia stood and started clearing dishes. Gryff nodded at Nyrnn, and then rose to help Lyndia.

      “You’re our guest! Come. I want to tell you about my new ideas for the harvesters!” Ardynn said, pulling Gryff into the other room, Nord trailing behind. Nyrnn could feel Lyndia’s annoyance. She smiled. Then excused herself and headed upstairs.

      

      The room was as Nyrnn remembered it. Cool light filtered through the window from the moon, and L’lor sat knitting in her chair, looking out, and yet seeing nothing. Nyrnn stood in the doorway, watching. She had been thinking about doing this since the first time she had connected to a patient. And yet, once she did, it felt like it would change everything.

      L’lor had been so alive in Nyrnn’s memory of the attack. Over the years, Nyrnn had imagined what L’lor was like, creating a fictional hero in her mind. What if she wasn’t like that at all? What if Nyrnn had been wrong? Maybe L’lor was mean and petty. Maybe she didn’t like Nyrnn. Maybe she blamed Nyrnn for what had happened to her.

      She watched the knitting needles moving back and forth. L’lor was making a blanket. It was what she always made. Nyrnn wasn’t sure if L’lor knew what colours she was using, or if they were simply the closest to the top of the pile. The combination was always beautiful. Nyrnn like to think she chose them on purpose.

      She took a breath and stepped into the room. “Aunt L’lor?” The woman kept knitting. Nyrnn walked to her side and took a seat, reaching out to hold L’lor’s arm as she continued to knit.

      “So, um, I’m a heart wynn? I went to Starfall.” She looked into her aunt’s eyes and saw no recognition. “I learned how to talk to patients. I thought maybe we could talk…” Nyrnn took another breath. And another. She needed to do this.

      “I hope this is okay.”

      Nyrnn closed her eyes, continuing to count her breaths. She could feel L’lor immediately, but she hesitated, wanting to draw out the preparations. As her heartbeat slowed, she began.

      Hello, Aunt L’lor. She felt the words leave her and disappear. She thought for a moment. What to ask? Can you show me a time you were happy?

      The colours appeared behind her eyelids and shapes formed. Nyrnn saw herself in the kitchen. She almost broke contact when she realized she was looking at her own mother. Malia was smiling at her, her warm brown hair in disarray, some of it caught in some sweat on the side of her face. Nyrnn looked down and realized she was holding something. A baby. With shock, Nyrnn knew this must be Lyndia.

      Nyrnn felt excited and happy, her chest warm and heart bursting. Her sister’s baby, healthy and happy, a good omen in these times. Then a younger Ardynn came into the room, kissing his wife, and then taking the sleeping babe from her arms. Nyrnn found herself hugging her mother. It was surreal. Nyrnn’s emotions battled with L’lor’s, her grief and loss out of place in this scene.

      Nyrnn had forgotten her mother’s hair used to curl at the ends. She had forgotten the dimple that would appear when she smiled. She had forgotten these things.

      The image blurred. Nyrnn felt confused. She reached out as if to hold on to the image of her mother, but she faded, and Nyrnn found herself in a muddle of colours. Feelings of concern and questions filled her head.

      I’m sorry. She reached for her own memories. The day the mayor had come to tell them her mother had been killed. Ardynn sitting on the couch, his expression frozen, as if unable to process the information. Nyrnn sat beside him, holding onto his hand, unable to stop crying. Lyndia, only thirteen at the time, bringing them food and insisting they eat.

      As the memory faded, Nyrnn felt… understanding. There was sadness and acceptance.

      The colours coalesced, and a new image formed. This time, Malia stood in front of Nyrnn, dressed in travel gear. Nyrnn looked around, but did not recognize the house she was in. She felt pride looking at Malia. Inspiration. L’lor had loved her sister dearly, and what she did. She still loved her.

      Thank you, Nyrnn said.

      She took a deep breath.

      Can you show me the night you were attacked?

      The images became fuzzy. Then Nyrnn saw the room she knew well from her own memories. She was seeing it from higher up – from L’lor’s perspective instead of her own. Nyrnn saw her tiny self running around the living room, playing with colourful scarves. It was a strange experience. The little Nyrnn looked healthy and strong. She laughed loudly. Her eyes danced. There was no white in this little girl’s hair to mix into the brown strands. She was just a regular little girl.

      Nyrnn felt tired and happy. Looking at the little girl made her chest warm. She looked at the dessert, perhaps a bit worried about having overdone it. And then dismissed that concern. All was well.

      As the little Nyrnn drooped, her energy gone, Nyrnn collected her and brought her to the bedroom. She sang her a wordless song and tucked her into bed.

      Back in the main room, Nyrnn cleaned up after their day. A knock came at the door. It was strange. Felt strange. Felt off. But not alarming. In this memory, the knock was not as loud. She felt annoyance because it was late and she was looking after her niece.

      She opened the door.

      A hooded figure stood there.

      Nyrnn paused the memory. It was shocking to see the Shadowed One so close. She could make out the rough fabric of the cloak and see the long blank bandages up the arms. She could see a pointed chin and the light reflected off their eyes. Far too little to make an identification, except… was that blonde hair? Could it be the same person she had seen before? Nyrnn’s mind wanted to examine this possibility, but she knew it was just a desire to stall. She needed to see what happened next.

      Then she felt something strange. Recognition. L’lor was surprised and confused. This person was not a stranger to her. L’lor spoke, but the Shadowed One did not answer. She could feel her aunt’s confusion turning to anger and then something darker. Fear.

      Nyrnn took a breath and found her eyes alight on something outside.

      Someone was out there. Two someones. Two men, one holding the other back. Whatever was about to happen, they were too late. Light glinted off glasses. Was that Cal’in?

      Then the image moved forward, a hand reached out and touched her, and suddenly her vision became the white light, cold, pushing, insistent and searching.

      Nyrnn fell into it, surrendering. She let the white wash over her, knowing this was only a memory, and one that did not belong to her. She looked down at her hands. They were her own. She looked around and saw tiny Nyrnn in the white. This was new. She had never seen anyone in the whiteness before. The little girl looked terrified and alone. Nyrnn stopped herself from reaching out. There was nothing she could do. Instead, she turned her gaze away and searched. She saw a glint, the shard. It came towards her and she saw images reflected in it. She touched the shard and fell forward.

      She was in the white room, but it looked different this time. There were fewer desks. The artifact was in the centre of the room. Only one person was in the room. The man was older, with sharp eyes and hair that was cut very short. She was scared of him. No, that wasn’t right. She was scared, but she respected him. He wanted something from her and she wanted to provide it.

      She looked down at her hands and removed a band of joining, handing it to the man. This was important, a decision. The band was a source of joy and also guilt, but it did not belong with her anymore. She patted down her white robes, straightening them, preparing.

      Why did you choose this? Nyrnn thought, sending the question at the Shadowed One.

      Nyrnn felt herself shake. The edges of the vision blurred. She had never asked a question before. This was only a fragment of the Shadowed One. Or was it? She repeated the question, pushing, searching for anything to grab onto.

      Anger responded, deep, dark, burning. A refusal. Darkness crowded the edges of her vision. Should she push further? What would happen if she did?

      She walked towards the artifact. The glyphs were glowing faintly. She reached towards a strange yellow one that looked like a square.

      She could do this. She could save them all.

      Nyrnn felt her stomach lurch, and the images dimmed. Could she see what happened next? If she did, what would be the cost?

      For a moment she was frozen, unsure. Then Nyrnn pushed out of the memory and opened her eyes.
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      Nyrnn sat on the floor of her aunt’s room. The fact that Cal’in knew one of the Shadowed Ones was not new. She knew he had betrayed them. But to see him at the moment of her aunt’s attack – it was hard to accept. Had he known Nyrnn was there? Had he recognized her when they met? She went back through her memories, pulling up the times he had seemed to help her. The times he had cautioned Robern to go slower. Had it all been an act? She recalled seeing him in the patients’ room shortly after she arrived, sitting with a patient, appearing to care. But had he?

      She remembered the times he had tried to direct Robern towards finding treatment for the patients or a cure for the Shadowed Ones.

      L’lor’s reaction to the Shadowed One was surprising. She had known the person. Robern had suggested her aunt may have been targeted, but at the time his theory had sounded too far-fetched. Now? Nyrnn wasn’t sure. Her aunt’s memories brought more questions than answers. They needed to find Cal’in.

      Nyrnn pushed herself up, feeling fatigue settle in her body. It had taken a lot out of her to push back against her family, keeping their emotions from overwhelming her. In the shard, she had not dared stay to find out what happened after touching the artifact. She didn’t have time to spend a week in the temple recovering.

      In the doorway, Nyrnn looked back at her aunt, who had returned to her knitting. Experiencing the love that she felt for their family, for her mother, had been a gift. “Thank you,” Nyrnn said, and left the room.

      

      Nyrnn entered the sitting room to find her father explaining the finer points of farming to Gryff while Nord poked around the room, and sometimes around Lyndia, which clearly annoyed her and amused him.

      Gryff looked up as she entered the room, and then everyone was looking at her.

      “Did it work?” Ardynn asked, his voice full of hope.

      Nyrnn smiled. “It did. I will tell you all about it later, I promise. I just need some air,” she said, apologetic, and moved towards the door. The hum of their emotions was loud, and she felt frayed, worn out.

      Ardynn stood. “It’s getting late. Why don’t you join my daughter and I will prepare the extra beds?” he said, speaking to Gryff.

      Gryff looked at Nyrnn, and she nodded.

      “Thank you,” he said respectfully towards Ardynn, and then put a hand on Nord’s shoulder, and the three of them exited into the night. Nyrnn led them to the field behind her house, walking to the small hill where they sat down, looking at the stars reflecting off the ocean waves.

      “How was it?” Gryff asked.

      “I saw my mother. It was hard and it was beautiful.” She watched as Nord walked a little away from them, then sat down on the hill. With a sigh he leaned back and lay like a starfish on the hillside.

      “I saw the attack. There were two figures in the street. Two men. The younger one – it was Cal’in.”

      Gryff whistled. “Who was the other one?”

      “I’m not sure. But I saw the same man in the Shadowed Ones’ memory. He’s important.”

      “Do you think they were directing the attack?”

      “I don’t know. But they were there. None of it makes any sense,” Nyrnn said, feeling frustrated.

      She could hear Nord muttering to himself. He moved his arms and legs through the grass.

      “Well, we know Cal’in knows something. That’s a place to start. We can try to find him.”

      Nyrnn nodded. It did not feel like enough. “We need to go back tomorrow,” she said. “Do you think you can get us seats?”

      “I can try. Are you sure you’re ready?”

      “I have to be,” she said. Nyrnn looked up at the stars. “The Shadowed One who attacked my aunt, I saw her in the white room. She was looking at the artifact. I think she believed that becoming a Shadowed One was… a good thing. I think she chose it.” Nyrnn shook her head. “Why would someone choose it?”

      “For the greater good?” Gryff said.

      “If becoming a Shadowed One saves people, saves Starfall, then maybe it is heroic.” Nyrnn looked at her hands, again seeing the woman reaching for the artifact. “But how could that be true? People have been killed. They have been trapped in the echo state. The Shadowed Ones are full of anger. People are terrified. How could this be a good thing?”

      “I don’t know. I guess that’s what we have to figure out next.”

      “You’re so calm!” Nyrnn blurted out, feeling her frustration rise.

      Gryff looked at her. “Since you arrived at the Academy – everything has changed. Robern found answers, you’re talking to patients, finding clues to who is behind this. More has happened in the last month than the last year.” He looked back at the stars. “So I figure – you’re going to find the next clue. And the next one.”

      Nyrnn felt herself blushing harder now.

      “I don’t always understand why you do what you do. I’m not sure why you wanted to come back here. But your instincts are good. I trust them. You’re leading us towards an answer.”

      Nyrnn saw herself again as the strange and curious woman trying to help. Powerful. Gryff’s version of her felt unreal, and yet she could also feel the truth of it. This was how he saw her. A different version from the weak, fragile burden that others saw her as.

      “Sorry about what I did.” She remembered gripping Gryff’s arm, demanding help. “Did I hurt you?”

      He chuckled. “It’s fine. I was… surprised, that’s all.”

      “Thank you for giving me those… memories…”

      “You… I barely had time to respond. You took them.” His voice was even. Nyrnn felt her stomach plummet. She didn’t remember taking them. She had asked, hadn’t she?

      “Oh, gods, I’m so sorry…”

      “Just ask next time?”

      “I thought, I can’t… You have barriers… I would never…” She looked at her hands, the implications of his words settling in.

      “You can and you did,” he said. “Maybe it’s time you stopped thinking you’re weak.”

      Nyrnn bit her lip, feeling terrible. Gryff had always been so careful when giving her energy, asking and then checking to make sure she was okay. She had grabbed what she needed.

      But it had been everything. Seeing how he saw her had given her what she needed to see another version of herself. To give that version the water it needed to grow. Maybe she could do that for him too.

      Nyrnn looked at him, his face turned towards the ocean. She shuffled closer to him and then stopped.

      “Can I try something?”

      “What?”

      “I want to… return the favour.”

      He cocked his head, and then nodded, giving permission. Nyrnn reached out a hand and placed it on his warm arm. She felt heat burn in her cheeks, her stomach clenched, but she would do this. She would make it right. She closed her eyes.

      She went inside her own memories. She remembered meeting Gryff in the patients’ room and how he got her a stool. She shared the comfort she had felt knowing someone was there. She saw him watching her as she told her stories, always there, at the edge of the room, letting her know she was safe. She shared the way it felt when he gave her energy, the way the warmth flooded into her body each time, leaving her feeling rested and connected to him.

      While Gryff was strong, that was not what made her feel safe. It was his kindness. He believed in her, and he supported her, but he did not push. Through the last two months, Gryff had always told her the truth, helping her understand her own abilities and injuries, instead of trying to control her. Because of his kindness, because of him, she had begun to feel free.

      As she went through her memories, she imagined them flowing into Gryff. She wasn’t sure what she was doing, but it felt right.

      After a few minutes, she opened her eyes. She looked at him, wondering if it had worked, if she had shared what he meant to her. His eyes were on her, searching. He smiled, and her heart lit up. She slid her hand down his arm and into his hand. She felt his warm fingers curl around hers. And then she pushed up onto her knees and kissed him.

      For a second, she felt his hand go slack in surprise. Then he was pulling her closer, his other hand on her back as she pressed against his chest. As their lips met, she felt the warmth of his body, and she wanted to be closer. His barriers dissolved in front of her and for a moment she felt her own feelings and his, and she saw herself as something far more than she had ever thought she could be.

      Something pierced her side. She cried out, pulling back.

      “Nyrnn?”

      But she couldn’t see Gryff. A body lay beside her on the ground, a friend, an arrow sticking from their lifeless eye. She looked down, seeing another arrow in her own side, pain flowing through her body. She was covered in dirt and sweat and she was exhausted. She was standing behind a wagon, having fled for cover after her friend was hit. Not that it mattered – they were dead. Nyrnn peered around the edge of the wooden beams, looking past the bodies that lay unmoving in the grass, some bearing bloody wounds from metal weapons, others still, no marks on their bodies, as their eyes stared at nothing.

      Then she saw them. Hiding behind an outcropping of rocks. She could see the red and gold of their cloaks. As one looked her way, she saw the sign of the rising sun on their shield. Draihan soldiers. Contempt filled her chest. The ambush had caught them unprepared, but the Draihan soldiers knew little about what they were up against. Their weapons and tactics were no match for her. For a living weapon.

      She looked again at her friend, and let her stomach fill with anger, the fire burning hot until it turned into something more. She reached down, grabbed the arrow in her side, and tore it out. The pain added to her rage. This had to stop. She reached out, finding their energy across the field. It was farther than she had pulled from before, but she pushed, feeling herself strain, determined. Slowly at first, then faster and faster, she felt herself filling with their anger, their fear, their desire to kill. She kept taking, ripping it away.

      The soldier that had looked at her stumbled and fell.

      Nyrnn held onto the energy, feeling the largeness of it, the power.

      Someone caught her eye. A woman waved at her, motioning for her to act. With regret, Nyrnn pushed the energy out, feeding the guard that waited behind her. As she did so, she saw them emerge from their hiding spots, moving across the ground towards the enemy soldiers. Looking down, she saw blood had spilled onto her pants, but the wound had not been as bad as she had believed. Then she looked at her friend and fell to her knees, cradling his head. She had been too late.

      Then Nyrnn was back in the meadow in Shimmerview. She doubled over, Gryff’s hand on her back. She stumbled to her feet, breaking their connection, needing to get away. Dizzy and feeling as if she were still partly in the memory, Nyrnn sank to her knees and leaned forward. A wave of nausea hit her and she vomited in the grass.

      She knew these images didn’t belong to her. This was what he didn’t want her to know, didn’t want her to see. And yet the emotions coursed through her. It was as if her body couldn’t decide what to do. She had felt his energy before, and it had always been good. Until now.

      She wiped her mouth on the back of her sleeve, and then pushed to her feet, feeling shaky. One hand went to her side, still feeling the echo of the pain from the arrow he had felt. Her head was heavy, a headache blooming at the back of her skull. She was suddenly very aware of how tired she was.

      “I saw… a battle…” she said. She looked at Gryff, the question in his eyes, his hand still held out towards her. He looked at her hand still pressing on her side, his eyes widening. “They killed your friend.”

      Her chest constricted, and a weight fell upon it, pushing upon her. She felt hopelessness surround her. And then it released. The pain in her side disappeared. Gryff looked down at his hands as if seeing blood on them.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, shaking his head.

      Nyrnn’s heart ached as she looked at him. She had only seen the memories for a moment. He lived with these all the time. When he blocked her, she could not longer feel them, but now she knew what he had felt like. She had felt his anger as well as his guilt and shame.

      “I’m fine,” she said, but as she took a step she faltered.

      He met her gaze, his eyes full of regret. “I’m sorry,” he repeated. Shoulders slumped, he came towards her and offered his arm for support. “You’re exhausted. Let’s get back.”

      She wanted to say something, but she still felt shocked from the images, her heart racing in her chest. She took his arm carefully, unsure if she would find herself back in his memories. But whatever he did had worked, and she only felt the warmth of his skin beneath her fingers. Nord stood, watching them, and then followed as they walked back to her house.
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      The sled ride back to Starfall was no better than their trip to Shimmerview. The sled was again packed, and it wobbled as it sped over the roads. Nyrnn had tried to talk to Gryff the next morning as they walked to the stables but he had kept all responses to a single word. She felt awful for how she had betrayed his privacy, and her tired mind struggled to find a way to make it up to him. Despite her exhaustion, she had been unable to sleep well, her mind turning over what had happened even as her dreams were filled with bodies lying on a bloody field.

      Last night when they returned, Nyrnn had pulled her father aside, telling him what L’lor had shown her. He had lit up at the mention of Lyndia’s birth, his eyes glassy as she described her mother. He thanked her, and later Nyrnn could hear him talking with L’lor as she went to her own bedroom for the night. When Nyrnn had left the next morning, Ardynn had hugged his daughter and told her to keep doing what she was doing. And to come back to visit often. He surprised her, his eyes wet, by saying, “You remind me of Malia. Just remember, this will always be your home.”

      Nyrnn nodded, feeling herself choke up.

      As the sled sped over the land, Nyrnn thought about the previous night. Gryff was seated beside the stone wynn at the front of the sled this time. He had claimed there was no room for him to ride in the back with the others. Nyrnn wondered if this was true, or if he was just trying to get some distance from her. Every time she went over what had happened, her stomach would clench and she would see the friend with the arrow lodged in their eye. For a moment, the friend would look like Nord or Tray or Rhys. After a while, she turned her mind to her mother, needing to think about something else.

      As a child, Nyrnn had missed her mother during her long expeditions to the mainland. However, she had never thought of those trips as being dangerous. Even her death had seemed like an accident, the result of the bad luck of being in the wrong place. After seeing the mainland through Gryff’s memories, Nyrnn’s understanding shifted. Her mother had been fascinated with the ruins, but was that enough to keep someone returning despite the danger? Had her mother been driven by something else?

      Nyrnn had always wanted to be an explorer, and had, in a sense, felt that the Shadowed One had robbed her of that future. When she had thought of the mainland, it had seemed like a magical place of ruins and strange people that she so desperately wanted to see. But while pain had been a large part of her life, danger, real danger, had not. Even now, she did not feel like she was in danger. The Shadowed Ones were not coming after her directly.

      She still wanted to go to the mainland. It still sounded exciting. But she was also scared of the violence she had seen in Gryff’s memory.

      Guilt settled into her chest. Her dreams were not important. She needed to stop the Shadowed Ones. She might be the only one who could.

      The sled arrived at the gates of Starfall in the late afternoon and they made their way by foot across the city to the safe house. As they walked, Nyrnn tried to talk to Gryff, but he silenced her each time, warning her they needed to be careful as anyone could be listening. Finally, they reached their destination, and as Nyrnn walked through the door, the inside was as they had left it. It had only been a day, and yet Nyrnn was surprised to see the house had not changed. Gryff closed the door behind them and walked towards the kitchen. Nyrnn took the null stone out of her pocket and set it by the door, and then followed him.

      “You’ve been avoiding me,” she said.

      He turned back to her, halfway towards the kitchen. Then he looked over his shoulder. “Now isn’t the time.”

      “Look, I’m sorry, I—”

      “Who’s there?” a male voice called out, causing Nyrnn to jump. A form stepped into the hall. “Nyrnn? Gryff?” Robern boomed, his voice too large for the small space.

      “Hello, Robern,” Gryff said, giving Nyrnn a look. She realized Gryff had known Robern was there. That, if she hadn’t been holding her null stone she might have felt Robern’s familiar emotions. She placed the stone by the door and watched as Nord walked up to the large man and gave him a hug.

      “Oh, thanks,” Robern said, confused. Nord looked back at Nyrnn, shrugged, and then he continued on into the back of the house.

      “How are you here?” Nyrnn asked, finding her voice.

      “I was released. They had no evidence against me.” Robern gestured and Gryff and Nyrnn joined him in the kitchen. The room was smaller than the front room, with grey walls and a small table. But unlike the front room it had a window that could be opened, letting in some fresh air. Nord had set himself on the windowsill, looking out at the narrow alleyway behind the houses. The rest of them sat around the table.

      “Tray came to the guard tower and gave me a key to this place and told me to meet her here. I assume she will show up at some point?” He shrugged, struggling to get comfortable on the old furniture. “I need to talk to all of you.”

      “We need to talk to you,” Nyrnn said, relief in her voice. Robern always had a plan. He would know what to do. Nyrnn jumped right in, telling him what they had learned. Robern reacted to the news about Cal’in, his eyes narrowing, and Nyrnn could feel his anger burning, but he motioned for her to continue. When she got to the part about the short-haired man who seemed important, something changed, as if the fire from before became more focused and deadly. He asked her to describe the man again. When she was done, Robern hit his fist on the table, and Gryff reached out to steady it.

      “Osoric Kynell,” Robern said.

      “You know who it is?” Nyrnn asked.

      Robern stared at the wall as he replied. “Osoric works at the Order of the Golden Eye. He’s an outsider, from Draihan. He came to Starfall and joined the Order shortly before I did, but how this came to be was always a great mystery. There were rumours, of course. Some thought he knew the Chosen, others claimed he had traded stonetych of great importance for citizenship. Some thought he was some kind of political prisoner.”

      “What kind of work does he do at the Order?” Gryff asked.

      Robern shook his head. “It was secret, which is not unusual at the Order. Many of the researchers kept their discoveries to themselves, wanting to ensure they would receive all the praise if successful. Osoric is obsessed with stonetych. He would often talk about the Xuntwin and claim that if they could create stonetych, so could he. He is arrogant and ruthless. He is the one who brought charges against me after I started looking into the Shadowed Ones. And Cal’in worked for him before he joined me.”

      Robern stood and began to pace in the small room. “Osoric came to the guard tower to see me. It was so odd… I thought he must know something… Cal’in must have been spying for him the entire time.” Robern slammed a fist into the wall, the thud echoing through the house as the plaster bowed beneath the force. “I should have known!”

      Nyrnn jumped at the anger behind his words. Sweat trickled down the back of her neck as her heart hammered in her chest. She gripped the chair, her knuckles white. Nyrnn felt again as she had with Namiga and the knife, her logical mind aware the emotions did not belong to her, even as her heart insisted they did. Then Robern turned and looked at Nyrnn, shaking his head, and his anger was replaced by guilt. “I should have known,” he repeated, his voice an apology.

      Then Nord turned towards the front of the house. He got up from the window and left the kitchen. Nyrnn heard the front door open as she fought to control her breathing. Familiar voices lit up the hallway and Nyrnn was comforted by the feeling of their reunion, giving her relief from Robern’s intensity. Then Tray and Rhys were in the room, Rhys giving her a hug as Tray hung her arm around her brother.

      “You’re back so soon,” Rhys said, and then Tray stepped forward and Nyrnn was enveloped in her null field, finally free of Robern’s emotions. Her shoulders relaxed and her breath came easier. She looked up at him, and where before he had seemed to fill the room, now he was smaller. Just a man sorting through his own thoughts, his own missteps.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said, meeting Nyrnn’s gaze.

      She shrugged, uncomfortable being the source of his guilt.

      “Woah, what did we miss?” Tray asked. Thankfully, Gryff took the lead, explaining to Tray and Rhys what they had discovered, both in Shimmerview, and since seeing Robern.

      “Osoric Kynell framed you?” Tray asked, as Gryff reached the end of the story. “And Cal’in worked for him?”

      Robern nodded. “Cal’in came to me after the Council found me guilty of misconduct. He told me he didn’t believe the evidence, and that he knew that Osoric was up to something. He seemed… upset. I thought… I believed him.”

      “Cal’in loved a woman who is now a Shadowed One,” Nyrnn said, still uncertain what to make of it herself. “Maybe he is not our enemy.”

      Robern shook his head. “I trusted him. I believed him. But no, to do what he did to you… He could have told me. Instead, he hid this information. For all we know, he is just as guilty as Osoric.”

      Nyrnn swallowed. She wondered if Cal’in could have told Robern, if he would have been listened to. And yet why was she making excuses for him? Her thoughts were muddled, as the woman in her last vision had clearly believed she was doing the right thing by becoming a Shadowed One, and yet Nyrnn could not deny that the Shadowed Ones were a curse on Starfall. They were still missing too many pieces.

      “Knowing that Osoric is responsible makes the path clear. As a member of the Order, he is required to follow certain rules to retain membership, something he exploited to get rid of me. One of the rules requires that a researcher not experiment on his own assistants. We know from Nyrnn that at least one assistant is also a Shadowed One.”

      Nyrnn looked up, unsure. Then the image flashed in her mind. “The white robe.”

      Robern nodded. “So Osoric has broken the rules. This gives us an opportunity to make our case in a public hearing. Not only will this strip Osoric of his standing at the Order, it should expose the origin and nature of the Shadowed Ones. Once the people of Starfall know, they will demand the artifact be destroyed and Osoric exiled.” Robern began pacing again.

      “How do we do that?”

      “I will need to convince a member in good standing to lay charges. I have a few friends left from those days, I should able to get one of them to do so. Once the charges are laid, there will be a hearing. Our evidence, beyond the research I’ve done over the years, will be the testimony of the patients. Nyrnn, this is going to be on you.” He turned to face her, eyes staring into her own, searching. “You can testify to what you have seen. But, more importantly, you could read a patient during the hearing. The Order will supply mind wynn to ensure you are telling the truth. This would be our primary evidence. Do you think you could do this?”

      Nyrnn felt the weight of the list of victims they had found in Robern’s files. She felt the weight of her aunt sitting in a room and knitting the same blanket, and of those she had seen in the temple after the attack in Starfall. She thought about sending the Shadowed Ones away from the shed only to learn they had attacked eleven people on the campus. Then she saw a body, an arrow through the eye, on the ground beside her.

      “Yes, I can do it,” she said, determined.

      He looked at her, then nodded. “Good. Now we need the right patients.”

      “Oh, we found the infirmary!” Rhys said. Everyone turned to her, and she blushed. “Nyrnn asked us to locate the patients she had read that night in the dorm – right before she went to the temple…”

      “You’re looking for the patient who was in the lab?” Robern asked, nodding in agreement. “That person would provide an invaluable link to Osoric.”

      Rhys removed a page from her bag. “We narrowed it down to two possibilities, but we are pretty sure it is this one.” She pointed to a list of names. “The infirmary near the west market,” she said, pulling out a map and pointing to the area.

      Robern took the page and whistled. A smile crept across his face. “You have been busy,” he said, the pride in his voice clear. Rhys sat a little straighter.

      “There are four patients at the infirmary, and we think any of these three,” Rhys pointed to the list, “could be who we are looking for. Can you request they be returned to the Academy?”

      Robern shook his head. “I’m afraid my credit has run out in that regard. I can request they be brought to the hearing as evidence. Our claim will rest on what Nyrnn is able to read… I don’t like going in blind…” He trailed off, looking out the window. “Two patients would be good, one that had been in the lab, and another one that has the memories of a Shadowed One…”

      “So we need to check out the patients.” Tray smiled at Nyrnn.

      “Tray…” Rhys said, a warning in her voice.

      “What? This is exactly the right opportunity. You need to read the patients with no one knowing before they are brought to the hearing. We need to break in.” Tray smiled smugly.

      “Can you do this, Tray?” Robern asked, his voice serious. “This isn’t like stealing from my office. There will be wynn guard there.” Tray sat a little taller, and the laughter left her face. She nodded her head, serious.

      “I can.”

      Robern held her gaze and then nodded slowly. “Alright. Now we need a plan.” He looked to the window, noting his own reflection as the light died outside. Rhys walked over and released a curtain. Then she pulled bread and cheeses from the storage cupboard and started putting them on plates. Gryff stood up and joined her, boiling water for tea. Robern ran a hand through his shaggy hair as he watched them. With the null stone, Nyrnn couldn’t be sure, but she thought he looked surprised at the way they worked together, maybe even a little impressed.

      As they ate their meagre provisions, Rhys and Tray described the location of the infirmary and the guards they had seen. Each member asked questions and threw out ideas. Robern insisted they needed to get in and out without being discovered, as it was important that Osoric did not get wind of what they were doing, and most important, what patients they were interested in. Robern spoke of Osoric sparingly, but cautioned them many times not to underestimate him.

      Tray and Rhys described the guards stationed at the infirmary. They had also asked around and learned that a group of healers, but not wynn, lived in the infirmary on the top floor, seeing to the care of the patients. These groups made it complicated to enter unseen and read the patients, but the group was determined and continued to throw out ideas as it got later.

      After eating, they moved into the front room, sitting on the couch and some chairs they had made from the discarded crates. As the night wore on, Robern nodded off. Eventually Rhys escorted him upstairs, giving him her own bed and moving her stuff into the second bedroom. When she returned, the wynn sat and looked at each other in silence.

      Nyrnn yawned, feeling the day wear on her.

      Gryff cleared his throat. “If the guards are fire wynn, I can probably distract them.”

      “What do you mean?” Tray asked, homing in on him.

      “They will recognize me,” he said, and Nyrnn looked at him, seeing something flash in his eyes. “I can get their attention.”

      Tray considered it and then shook her head. “But then the guards will say that Gerrin Hayne asked them to leave their posts, and someone will wonder why.”

      “I won’t ask them to leave their posts,” he replied cryptically.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Fire wynn are trained to scan for… unusual energy. If they see me walk by and then sense something, they will come check it out.”

      “What are you going to do?” Nyrnn asked, confused.

      He didn’t meet her eyes. “Don’t worry about it.”

      Tray nodded. “Okay, we go tomorrow before dusk. The streets should be nearly empty at that time. Gryff distracts the guards and then Nyrnn and I will sneak in the back. We find our witnesses and then sneak back out. Easy.”

      “But… it will be night then…” Rhys said, eyes wide.

      “You can sense the Shadowed Ones, right?” Tray asked. Nyrnn nodded, remembering their anger. “It’s not like the city is overrun with them. Nyrnn can help us avoid anything we need to avoid on the way back. Odds are it won’t be necessary.”

      Odds are?

      Nyrnn was tired, her mind sluggish in the early hours of the morning. The aspects of the plan that were up to her left her feeling nervous. But again she thought of those who were trapped, hurt, killed. Again, she saw the fatal arrow in a friend. She would do this.
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      Nyrnn awoke the next day with Rhys’ foot lodged in her back, her null stone pressed painfully between the mattress and her side. She looked out the tiny window and could see the sun was a few hours past the horizon, the streets busy as people headed towards work. Tray’s bed was empty and she could hear the baritone notes of Robern’s voice through the floorboards.

      She shifted on the bed, bringing her feet to the floor. They had only retired a few hours ago, and Nyrnn had dreamed again of the bloody fields and dead bodies. Her muscles were sore from the walk, and heavy with fatigue. A small headache pressed against the back of her head. She pushed to standing and went to a dusty mirror that was hanging at an angle on the wall. She looked as tired as she felt, and she saw dark circles under her eyes.

      A month ago, she would have pushed forward, determined to test her limits – uncaring if it meant a trip to the temple. But now they had a mission and they were counting on Nyrnn. If she couldn’t do it, if she passed out, she wasn’t just failing herself. She was failing them all.

      “You look tired.” Rhys’ voice came from beneath the blankets.

      “I am tired.” Nyrnn sighed, still staring at herself. “Go back to sleep. I’m going to see if there is something in the kitchen to settle my stomach.” Nyrnn threw on a sweater and slid her null stone onto the dresser. Maybe it was causing the problem. She walked downstairs towards the voices.

      Robern and Tray were in the kitchen, a pot of tea sending steam up towards the ceiling. Nyrnn sat on one chair and pulled up her legs, wrapping her arms around them. A plate of fruit and cheeses sat on the table, but her stomach churned when she looked at them.

      “Cal’in hid what he was from Namiga. Namiga! He is very well trained. He must be working for the Hidden Eye. And if they are involved…” Tray whistled slowly, and she waved around a slice of apple to make her point.

      “Cal’in worked at the lab as an assistant. Yes, it is clear he was hiding something, but I think you are being paranoid. The Hidden Eye report to the Chosen,” Robern replied, giving a nod to Nyrnn as she entered.

      “Maybe the Chosen is involved!” Tray said. Robern rolled his eyes.

      “In any case, I have to return to the Academy and warn security. Osoric sent the Shadowed Ones to the Academy and he could do so again. I also need to contact my old colleague to get them to lay charges. I’m not staying here, Tray.”

      “Someone will be watching you,” she warned.

      Robern shrugged. “Yes, but I can’t hide. After the infirmary, you should all come back. It will be safer behind the walls of the Academy.”

      Tray turned to Nyrnn, taking her in for the first time. “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “I’m just tired,” Nyrnn said, laying her head on her knees. She let her eyes close for a second, but the bloody field was waiting for her, and she opened them again. She tried to distract herself by thinking about the infirmary, but each time she would worry that she wouldn’t be able to read the patients, and the worry led her to how she was going to let everyone down, and then the images from Gryff’s memory would reappear.

      “Nyrnn, will you be ready for tonight? Be honest, this whole plan is resting on you.” She could feel Robern’s concern, and she wanted to assure him she was. But if she didn’t get some sleep, she was not sure if that was true.

      “You have all day. Rest,” Tray suggested.

      “I will. In a little while. I just need to be up for a bit,” she said, trying to be convincing.

      “Right. Well, Nyrnn, get some sleep. Tray, I’ve got to head out. I will, uh, circle around or something. Try to keep your hideout under wraps.”

      Tray sighed. “I’ll go with you. Make sure you don’t have a tail.” She gave Nyrnn a look, then placed the rest of her apple slices in front of her, and followed Robern down the hall towards the door. “Tell the others I will back in a bit,” she called over her shoulder, and then they were gone.

      Nyrnn hugged her knees tighter. She looked up as Nord entered the kitchen. He took the seat across from her, and met her eyes, concern mirrored there. He shared no strange phrases with her, but there was something about his silent presence that opened something in Nyrnn.

      “I can’t stop thinking about it,” she said, her voice quivering.

      He reached out a hand and placed it on her shoulder, and patted it. Nyrnn smiled at the strange attempt to comfort her.

      “I know it didn’t happen to me. I wasn’t there. But I can feel it.” She placed a hand on her heart. She looked down at the tabletop, feeling tears threaten at the edges of her eyes.

      Nord grabbed a towel from the counter and offered it to her. She gripped it tightly, determined not to cry, afraid that if she started she might not be able to stop.

      Then a throat cleared behind her, and she jumped, her heart hammering, and she saw Gryff was standing in the doorway. Her cheeks flushed as she wondered how long he had been standing there. He held a brown paper bag in one hand. He moved to the counter and started heating some water. She watched as he found a clean mug and set it down. He didn’t look at her, and she watched him standing there.

      She wiped at the corner of her eyes.

      Gryff poured hot water into a clean mug and then removed some herbs from the paper bag. He stirred them into the water and then turned, bringing the mug to her. He set it down in front of her. She smelled something earthy and herbal, and recognized it as the tea Cal’in had given her.

      “You said this was a drug.”

      “This is the correct dose. It will help you fall asleep. A dreamless sleep.”

      Nyrnn looked up at him. His actions were awkward and unsure. She had ignored his privacy, and now he didn’t know how to be around her. She felt her stomach twist, and she looked back down at the table.

      “I’m so sorry I… I didn’t mean to… it was my fault…” she stumbled.

      “What?” he asked, taking a step back.

      “You asked me to trust you, and I do. I didn’t mean to…”

      “You’re apologizing?”

      Nyrnn felt wretched. Maybe she had destroyed things between them. He left the room briefly and then returned, setting the null stone on the table and taking the seat across from her. Instantly, the pressure from the emotions of those around her lifted. She took a breath, inhaling deeply. She was still tired, but it was easier with the stone. She felt Gryff take her hands in his, and she met his eyes.

      He cleared his throat. “It was my fault, not yours. I… I didn’t know that… I should have kept that from you.” He looked away now, breaking eye contact. “This tea helped me when the dreams were bad. Take it, get some rest. We need you at your best tonight.”

      “Gryff…”

      “I won’t let it happen again. Hopefully, it will wear off in a few hours.” He stood, still not looking at her, hesitating in the doorway.

      “Are the dreams still bad?” she asked quietly. She saw a muscle move in his jaw, then he turned to her.

      “Take the tea. And stop apologizing.”

      Then Nyrnn heard Rhys’ feet on the stairs, and Gryff stood straighter. As she came towards the kitchen, he turned toward her. “I’ll be back tonight.” And then he was striding down the hall and she heard the front door open and close.
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        * * *

      

      Nyrnn peered from their hiding spot, her eyes focusing on the locked doors of the infirmary. It was dusk, and people were hurrying through the quickly emptying streets. She could see four guards stationed at the door. Two looked quite young, perhaps new cadets assigned to what must seem like a boring position. Both cadets and one older guard wore the pin of the fire wynn. No infirmaries had been attacked, but after the Academy, there were rumours that the Shadowed Ones were attracted to the patients.

      Nyrnn pulled back around the corner.

      “If you keep peeking, they’re going to get suspicious,” Tray whispered, her tone more mocking than chiding.

      “How will we know if they are gone?”

      “Guards are predictable. Every evening, they lock the doors and send out four guards. Then they send one to the back, and the others will walk around the building. Once the people leave the streets, they will form into two groups of two, watching for Shadowed Ones. They do it every night.”

      The light continued to fade, shadows lengthening between the buildings as darkness grew. Then, with the sun newly below the horizon, it was time.

      Gryff pushed off the wall, gave them a nod, and disappeared down another street. Nyrnn peeked around the corner again. She saw there were only three guards now, one having gone to the back door. Then she saw Gryff walk down the street.

      Gryff kept his gaze forward, not looking at the infirmary or the guards. However, where Gryff usually aimed to disappear in a crowd, tonight he walked with authority. Without speaking, without acting overtly, he was drawing eyes to him. It helped that he had slicked back his hair into a tight bun and was wearing a black shirt and pants that, while not the same as the guards’, were as similar as he had been able to find earlier that afternoon. It was strange seeing him this way, and Nyrnn could see Gerrin Hayne for the first time since learning his identity.

      The tea had worked. Nyrnn had woken an hour earlier feeling fully rested. Her sleep had been dreamless, and now, while she remembered the images from Gryff, she no longer felt haunted by them. It was as if the memories of others didn’t stick to her that well, and given time and rest, they would shake loose. This was a relief, but Nyrnn was not ready to let go of them completely. She held on to what had happened to Gryff, what he had been through, hoping she might help him find some relief to make up for her trespass.

      The older guard watched Gryff, eyes finding him as soon as Gryff entered this part of the street. Nyrnn saw him cock his head slightly to the side, questioning. As Gryff passed, one of the younger guards jumped, as if startled, and turned to look at him. Gryff continued his walk and disappeared around a corner.

      Nyrnn could see the guards talking with each other, their words too quiet to overhear. It looked like the younger ones wanted to go after Gryff, while the older one kept looking at the infirmary. Then the two of them looked after Gryff, their hand gestures becoming more agitated, and the fourth guard reappeared from around the side of the building. After a brief conversation, three of the guards left, walking purposefully after Gryff. Before they turned the corner, Nyrnn saw them react again, sensing something, and their speed increased.

      Tray laid a hand on Nyrnn’s shoulder, and led her between two buildings and behind, weaving through the alleyways until they came to the back of the infirmary. With only a single guard, the hope was they could enter the building without being detected. They waited, crouched, until they saw the guard pass by, circling the building. As soon as he rounded the corner, Tray took out her lock picks and went to the door. Nyrnn hopped from foot to foot, peering to either side, nervous the guard would reappear at any moment. She tried to send out her awareness and get a sense of where they were, but immediately felt many people, those in the infirmary and surrounding buildings, too many people to distinguish between. She was effectively blind.

      “Stop moving,” Tray hissed. With a soft click, the lock released. Tray put her tools in her pocket and eased the door open, motioning for Nyrnn to join her. They slipped into the building and Tray pulled the door shut behind them.

      They were standing in a small room that was lit by glow stones on the wall. Boots and coats were piled in one corner, and it looked like this was a place the guards stored extra supplies. Tray crossed the room and went to the door on the far side. She placed her ear against the wood, listening. Nyrnn stood back from her, clear of her null field, trying again to sense the people within the building, but with no luck. She could only feel the pressure.

      Tray eased the far door open a crack, waiting and looking. Then she let it close and returned to Nyrnn.

      “This leads to the main ward. There are beds on either side of the room. I can see two doors, one across from here, likely leading to the front of the building, and one on the left, which, hopefully, leads to the second floor. By my count, I can only see half of the patients that should be here, so there must be more beds upstairs. Where do you want to start?”

      Nyrnn’s stomach tightened. This was it. They had debated which floor would be best. From what they had guessed, the onsite healers had quarters on the second floor; however, the guards were unlikely to go past the ground floor. Each had their own dangers. They did not know where the patients were that they were looking for. Would they continue to be lucky?

      “Let’s start on this floor – check the names quickly and then head upstairs,” Nyrnn whispered back. Hopefully, the guards would be too busy chasing Gryff to cause a problem for a while. Tray nodded and eased the door open again.

      Nyrnn and Tray split up. There were four rows of beds on the floor, each with five beds. Tray moved quickly and easily down the rows, checking the names against those they were looking for. Nyrnn stood still, looking at the ward. The patients were all lying down, already prepared for sleep. There were no windows on this floor, so even during the day the patients would only have the walls to stare it. Even in this position, they were not resting, most of them lying still as their eyes moved, looking and yet not seeing.

      It reminded Nyrnn of when she first stepped into the patients’ room back at the dorm. A room full of silent people who were trapped. Yet at the dorm, it had felt more inviting. There were windows and the patients would sit up, staring outside. Eya fussed over each of them, and they had individual objects that seemed meaningful. Nyrnn had spent those early days caring for them, walking them around the room. It was far from perfect, but it was much better than the more clinical environment she now found herself in. These patients felt forgotten. Nyrnn felt sadness rest deep in her chest.

      She looked down at the first patient in her row. It was a middle-aged man with tufts of brown hair sprouting from his quickly diminishing hairline. Nyrnn reached out a hand, wanting to offer comfort. Then a hiss caught her attention, and she looked up, Tray waving at her. Her friend had already gone down two aisles. She pointed to a bed and Nyrnn saw a face she recognized. It was Sidyn – the man Nyrnn had imagined as a baker at the market. Her heart hitched a little at the familiar sight. She moved towards him as Tray continued checking names.

      Sidyn looked at the ceiling like the others. They had dressed him in the same nondescript clothing all the patients were in. Someone had cut his hair back, perhaps to make it more manageable for the healers. Nyrnn took his hand gently and closed her eyes. She wanted to ask many questions. How was he doing? Did he have a family he should be living with? Instead, Nyrnn forced herself to focus on the issue at hand. Had he been in a white room before he was attacked?

      The colours moved against the back of her eyelids, but did not form into anything. Nyrnn pushed a little harder, and she saw herself playing with two young children, while a tired parent looked on. She felt warmth in her chest as she looked at them. Then the image faded. Nyrnn asked again, and this time saw herself in a building sorting files that sat in a pile on a desk in front of her. But the room was the sandy yellow stone common in Starfall, and she could hear other voices close by. This wasn’t the white room.

      She let the images fade, thanking Sidyn, and then opening her eyes. A hand on her shoulder caused her to jump, and Tray placed pressure, bringing Nyrnn to her knees. She listened, and she could hear movement behind the far door. Tray pushed Nyrnn under one bed and hid under another. A door opened and footsteps crossed the room, disappearing out the back. The guards must have returned.

      “Sidyn is not the one,” Nyrnn whispered as quietly as she could. “I think the person was younger.”

      “None of the other names are here. We need to head upstairs.”

      Nyrnn nodded.

      Tray took the lead, keeping crouched as she crossed the room. Nyrnn could hear voices beyond the door, and then a laugh. She held her breath, following Tray closely, trying to mimic her friend’s silent footsteps, even as she could feel her heart speeding up. When they reached the door, Tray put her ear to the wood, listening. Then the back door opened, the guards entering the room, and Tray pushed her forward, propelling her up the stairs.

      When they reached the top, Nyrnn could see the lights had been dimmed here, the patients left in near darkness, even as light and the sounds of soft conversation came from the back rooms. It was too early for the healers to be asleep, and with the guards moving around below, Tray was eager to keep searching. The door to the back rooms was halfway closed. This would have to be enough cover for them.

      Tray slid into the room, moving with the shadows, quickly checking the patients. Nyrnn again looked at the unmoving bodies. She shook herself. She needed to do this. For them. She moved to the first row, but a head of sandy hair caught her eye. She flashed back to her early days at the dorm and seeing Cal’in in the patients’ room, holding the hand of a patient. This patient. Nyrnn could not remember his name, but she recognized him. Why would Cal’in have sat with this patient?

      She glanced at the half-open door and moved as quietly as she could to the side of the patient’s bed. He was young, eyes shifting as they looked to the ceiling, otherwise unmoving. Maybe Cal’in had known him before. Nyrnn didn’t remember reading him, but he could have been in the room when she read many at once. She reached out her hand and placed it gently on the patient’s arm, and closed her eyes.

      Colours swirled against the back of her eyelids. She concentrated on feelings of reassurance and familiarity. She sent images of Eya taking care of him, of Cal’in sitting with him. Nyrnn was rewarded as images formed from the colours. She looked down at her hands, and saw they were wider, the skin smooth, fingers ending in nails that were uneven and rough, chewed.

      And then she was in the room, the strange white walls reflecting light around the large space. She sat at a desk, papers in front of her. Across from her, she could see two women arguing with each other as they pointed to a map of Nubrai. She looked up and saw a younger Cal’in enter the room with the blonde woman she had seen before. Cal’in looked upset, and the woman was defensive. They were both gesturing with their hands, each trying to convince the other.

      Take me to when you were attacked, Nyrnn asked.

      The images shifted, and Nyrnn felt her body flood with fear. The room was dark. Her perspective was different. Lower. She was hiding under the desk. She could see black robes sweep along the floor. A light flickered on the ground. A black cloak lay there, liquid pooling around the folds in the dark fabric. Nyrnn peered up, and saw Cal’in again, this time with a long knife in hand, standing between a Shadowed One and the rest of the lab.

      Cal’in turned toward her. In the dim light, she couldn’t see his eyes, but she felt relief. Felt that maybe things would be okay. Then Cal’in reached a hand forward, as if to act, and Nyrnn felt a touch on the back of her neck, lightning searing through her, and she was thrust into the white light, the room gone.

      Sweat poured down Nyrnn’s face, and she could feel her heart speeding up. As she watched, the images were providing clues they desperately needed. She wished she could talk to the patient, could hear what he had heard. But even in the mistiness of memories, a story was emerging. What else might she find?

      She looked down and saw her own hands before her, even as she was surrounded by the penetrating white light. Nyrnn searched, looking left and right, even as she felt a headache throb at the base of her skull. She had to find it.

      A glimmer.

      Nyrnn reached for the shard, and it came towards her. She expected to see the lab again, as she had so many times before. Instead, she was greeted with darkness. Was it not working?

      She brought the shard closer, and it became as big as her body. She grasped the edges and stepped into the image.

      But it wasn’t darkness, it was night. In the memory, Nyrnn could see the moon trying to shine through a layer of clouds. She was on a boat. No, that wasn’t quite right. She looked down, seeing her feet on white stone, the waves licking at the sides. The pieces fell into place. She was at one of the pillars.

      From this close, the circumference seemed enormous. It would take a dozen people to circle the area. Two others stood on the platform with her, each wearing dark robes with the hoods pulled up. A small boat was attached to the platform, and a strange man stood there. It was Osoric. She recognized his strange haircut and piercing eyes. He was yelling something, but the words were not in the memory. Instead, she felt the anger of the Shadowed One coursing through her.

      A wave hit the side of the platform, but she did not flinch. She did not feel fear in this body. Osoric called out again, and she watched as her hands raised in sync with the two others. They placed them over dull red glyphs at the base of the pillar. Nyrnn felt her anger grow larger and larger, burning her, causing her mind to disconnect and madness descend. And then it released, flowing into the stone before her. She felt as if she was falling forward, but the scenery didn’t change. Nyrnn wanted to remove her hands, but in the memory it was like they were glued to the stone, her anger fed her determination as the something continued to flow into the pillar. And then… then she was empty.

      The anger was gone. The madness. Nyrnn looked at her hands, feeling her chest constrict. A wave broke over the side, and she stepped back, uncertain. Nyrnn held onto the memory, trying to figure out what was happening, and yet something else tugged at Nyrnn. Something familiar.

      She felt her attention scatter, pulled away in different directions. Images formed against her eyelids, Shadowed Ones running through the streets of Starfall, and panic constricted her chest. Then one reached out, and lightning raced through her body, and she opened her mouth to cry out, but before the sound could escape, more Shadowed Ones appeared. They were running alone and in groups, coming around corners and barreling down open streets under a dark sky. The images flooded one on top of the other and Nyrnn felt herself falling, darkness crowding her vision. It was too many…

      Then they disappeared, and Nyrnn opened her eyes with a gasp. Tray stood beside her, concern written on her face.

      “We need to get out of here,” she hissed.

      Nyrnn went to protest. This was the patient, the one they were looking for. A few more minutes and she could figure everything out. Then she looked around and saw that all the patients had sat up in their beds. The sight was eerie, and Nyrnn knew that they would be lucky to get out of here undetected.

      “This is the one,” Nyrnn said, wiping sweat from her forehead, her stomach churning.

      “Great, let’s go.” Tray looked at the name, and then grabbed Nyrnn’s arm, pulling her towards the door that led back down. Nyrnn concentrated, her legs weak, and she stumbled. The light in the room brightened, a door opening.

      “Gynsha! Come here, the patients have all moved!” one of the healers called out.

      Tray slid Nyrnn’s arm over her head and pulled her forward and down the stairs. Even in Tray’s null field, Nyrnn’s head continued to throb, her vision blurring. She could hear her friend cursing. Then a voice called down the stairs, and Tray pulled Nyrnn into a corner as the door from the main floor opened, shielding them from sight.

      “See what they want,” a voice called from the main room. The door had stopped mere inches from Nyrnn’s nose, and she stared at the grain of the wood, holding her breath, sure he would hear her racing heartbeat.

      “Don’t look at my cards while I’m gone,” the guard replied, his voice deep, echoing in the small space. Then he stepped forward, letting the door swing shut, as he climbed the stairs.

      Tray released her hand, and Nyrnn took a shaky breath.

      Tray listened at the door again, although not as carefully as before. Then she opened it and led Nyrnn across the ward to the back room. Nyrnn’s mind kept returning to what she had seen, what it might mean, and she followed Tray without thinking. They entered the back room and Tray pulled open the door, coming face to face with a guard.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked, startled. Then a second guard came up behind him and placed a hand on his shoulder. Nyrnn looked at him, finding him familiar. The first guard’s eyes widened, and he went down, falling to the floor. The second guard opened the door to the outside, and gestured them towards it.

      “Go now,” he said. Tray pulled Nyrnn out into the night.
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      Nyrnn sat up and stretched in the small bed, her head clear and body rested. She vaguely recalled having some strange dreams, but when she tried to remember them, they slid away, leaving nothing but vague impressions. She could hear the city awake outside, the sounds of people chatting as they walked through the streets.

      Last night, Tray had dragged her through the streets of Starfall. Thankfully, they had run into Gryff almost right away, and Nyrnn could focus all of her attention on putting one foot in front of the other, rather than worrying about the Shadowed Ones. It was eerie traveling through the deserted streets. A city made of magical stone that went into hiding each night.

      Nyrnn had collapsed as soon as they returned, simply telling them the name of the patient they would need. She had pushed herself to stay in the strange memory as long as she could, but when the other patients tried to connect, she had nearly been overwhelmed. Staying conscious had taken every effort, and this was the price.

      Nyrnn got up and headed downstairs to the kitchen. She saw Rhys was happily sketching Nord as he sat by the window.

      “Oh! You’re awake,” she said, starting. Then she looked at Nyrnn. “Are you okay?”

      “I feel great,” Nyrnn said, fetching some tea from the cupboard. “Are the others here? I want to tell everyone what I saw.” She set the kettle to boil and rooted around for some food, her stomach growling.

      “We weren’t sure when you would be ready, so the others headed back to the dorm.”

      “They didn’t wait very long,” Nyrnn said, chewing.

      “It’s been three days,” Rhys said slowly.

      Oh. Three days. No wonder she felt so rested. “What happened?” Nyrnn asked, swallowing.

      “When Tray brought you back, you looked… bad. You kept mumbling, but nothing made any sense. We were worried we might have to take you to the temple. But we got you to drink some of Gryff’s tea, and that seemed to do the trick.”

      “What… what have you been doing?” Nyrnn asked, food forgotten, as she sat down heavily.

      “Tray told us the names we needed, and she got them to Robern. He’s working on getting the charges laid. We were just waiting for you.”

      Waiting for me to wake up. Nyrnn had a sick and yet familiar feeling in her stomach. “When can we join them?”

      “Gryff will be back soon, and then we can travel to the dorm. Robern says it’s safe, and now that he is laying charges, there is no need to hide anymore.” Rhys looked at her, cocking her head, then nodded to herself. “You look better. Healthier.”

      “You can tell?”

      She smiled, but shook her head. “It’s not like before. Whatever I was seeing, I can’t anymore. Nothing looks wrong. Maybe I was never really seeing anything.” She blushed, looking away.

      “No, you saw something, Rhys, you did. You knew when Cal’in had attacked me – don’t doubt yourself. What do you see when you look at Nord?” Nyrnn hid her own disappointment. After a while, she had come to expect Rhys to tell her something was wrong, and this had left Nyrnn feeling like something could still be fixed. But perhaps that was no longer true. There was nothing wrong with her that caused her to react the way she had at the infirmary. She had simply reached her limit.

      Rhys looked at Tray’s brother, kindness in her eyes. “I still see something wrong. I don’t know what to do with it, I don’t understand it. I’m not sure I even believe it’s real.” She sighed quietly.

      Nyrnn saw something familiar on the drawing under the one of Nord. She reached forward, pulling at it, revealing a sketch of Gryff.

      “Not my best, but Gryff didn’t like that I was drawing him. Told me to draw you instead.” Rhys shrugged, uncertain, her fingers on the edge of the drawing.

      “Do you see something wrong with Gryff?” Nyrnn asked.

      “When you came back, he looked… sick. Sweaty and pale, although he tried to hide it. I thought the drawing might help me understand, but I didn’t see anything. He left shortly after and only returned this morning.”

      Nyrnn nodded, her stomach falling. Was it her fault? Then she saw a flash of the bodies again, a battlefield full of the dead. She pushed the memory away.

      “What do you see when you look at Nord?” Nyrnn asked, changing the subject.

      Rhys looked at him again, but Nord’s attention had wandered, and he was now watching a beetle walk across the windowsill. “I imagine… connections, roadways, places where energy should be moving. But many are bleeding or black and burnt.” Rhys’ face grew redder. “I sound foolish! Clearly, there is nothing there. If there was, others could see it.”

      Nyrnn was struck by how similar the description was to her own abilities. She could sense emotions that were invisible to others. Rhys was so sure her abilities must manifest in one particular way that she was determined not to explore other options. Rhys was a wynn, and it stood to reason that she was able to sense something the rest of them couldn’t. A stone wynn would interact with the stonetych, using their own energy to make it work. Could Rhys do something similar?

      Not for rabbits. Nyrnn heard Nord’s voice as she was about to speak. His tone was stern, and she looked up and found him glaring at her. Danger! he sent, and then stood and left the room. As he passed, Nyrnn could feel his anger and frustration.

      Confused by his comments, Nyrnn watched the door he had just exited through. It had sounded like a warning, but for what? Then the front door opened, and moments later Gryff entered the room. Nyrnn’s heart sped up as she saw him. She searched his face but saw none of the sickness that Rhys had described. But he also looked closed to her, more stranger than friend, and this pained her.

      “You’re awake,” he said, his tone neutral.

      Nyrnn nodded, looking away to hide her face. “I want to go to the dorm.”

      “Great. Rhys? You good?”

      Rhys stood up, looking between them, and then packed up her pencils. “Give me a few minutes.” And she left the room, her footfalls disappearing up the stairs.

      “You were out for three days,” Gryff said.

      “I’m sorry. The patients all tried to connect with me at once. Like before,” Nyrnn said, wondering why she was apologizing, the response automatic. He might block his emotions from her, but he sounded irritated. She bit her lip. “You can be annoyed, but I didn’t do it on purpose—”

      “Are you reading me?” he asked.

      “No, I can’t. I won’t…” She looked up at him. “Am I wrong?”

      He looked down. “This hearing that Robern planned – there are going to be many people there. You’re going to have to read patients in front of people while mind wynn check you are telling the truth. And if something goes sideways… there’s nothing any of us will be able to do. This is all going to be on you. Are you up for it?”

      Nyrnn felt herself bristle at the statement. “Don’t you think that I am?”

      “It doesn’t matter what I believe,” he said, exasperation in his tone.

      “I’ll be fine,” she said. “I need to go pack my things,” then she shot from the room and headed up the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      When the dorm came into sight, Nyrnn felt something ease in her chest. The small, strange building had been her home for several weeks and the location where she had learned she was a wynn. Returning to it now, it felt familiar and homely. Walking up the hill, she remembered tending the gardens with Eya and hanging laundry to dry. She remembered watching the other wynn traverse the grounds as they headed to their classes. Entering the foyer of the dorm, she remembered sitting on the steps with Gryff when she told him she wanted to stay.

      It felt like that had been such a long time ago. Rhys took Nord into the dorm, and Gryff headed in the other direction. Nyrnn went straight to Robern’s office. When she opened the door, she saw that the books and papers that were usually scattered around had been stacked in neat piles. Robern rubbed the stubble on his jaw, his hair wild as if he had run his hand through it one too many times.

      “You’ve returned? Excellent,” he said, his voice booming.

      “Have you laid the charges? When is the hearing?” Nyrnn asked.

      “Ah, the hearing.” He ran a hand through his hair. “My contact refuses to file charges. Coward.”

      “Why?” Nyrnn came further into the room.

      “Fear. He knows Osoric is up to something, they all do. But with my reputation…” He looked away, shoulders sagging. “He doesn’t think the charges will stick. He’s not willing to risk it.”

      “But I found him – Orym. He worked in the lab with Osoric. I don’t know what happened, but somehow they must have lost control. Shadowed Ones were threatening the assistants, and that’s how Orym was injured,” Nyrnn explained, feeling Robern’s distress match her own. “Osoric needs to be stopped.”

      Robern walked behind the desk and sat down heavily in the wood chair. “Did you see Osoric there?”

      “No… no, it was the white room. Cal’in was there. And the woman…”

      “That could be anyone’s lab.” Robern punched the chair. “It’s not enough.” He shook his head.

      Nyrnn closed her eyes, recalling the details from the infirmary. “In the shard I saw Osoric. He was with three Shadowed Ones. They had taken a boat out to one of the pillars. The Shadowed Ones… they did something to it. I… it was like I released something into the pillar.”

      Robern jumped to his feet. “One of the pillars?”

      She could feel his reaction. A fire was stoked in his belly as a path opened up before him. Nyrnn knew that to stop the Shadowed Ones she needed this hearing to happen, and only Robern could do it.

      “I don’t know what they were doing, but it can’t be good. Osoric is dangerous, and we have everything we need. With Orym we can connect the Shadowed Ones to his assistants. I’ve seen many of them in the sessions – I bet I would recognize them in person. We have Osoric working with the Shadowed Ones at the pillars. He was there the night my aunt was attacked. We must have enough.”

      Robern looked at her, eyes narrowed, considering. After her trips to the temple, he had pulled back, becoming less and less certain. But she remembered how he had pushed her in the beginning, how he had followed his instincts no matter where they led. All it took was the right incentive.

      “We need to do this now. For L’lor. For Tassian.” Nyrnn felt the fire explode as Robern paced.

      “There is another option. Instead of charging Osoric with breaching the rules of the Order, we can bring charges that he is endangering Nubrai. Any citizen can lay such a charge.”

      “Great, let’s do that.”

      Robern paused, holding up a hand. “If we try this, the Council will still hear the evidence, and weigh in, but they are no longer going to make the final determination. Whether someone is endangering Nubrai is to be decided by the Chosen. Which, likely, means through the Speaker.”

      “That sounds okay,” Nyrnn said, unsure of the politics around these things.

      “If, as Tray has suggested, the Chosen is somehow in support of Osoric, the Speaker will decide against us. There is only one vote, and we would fail.”

      “What do we need to prove?” she asked.

      “That he has willfully and intentionally put the people of Nubrai in danger.”

      Nyrnn felt Robern’s anger and latched on to it, feeling the heat. She met his gaze with her own. “The Shadowed Ones are killing people. They are a danger. He is interfering with the pillars, which defend Nubrai. Osoric is intentionally putting the people of Nubrai in danger. With Orym we have our proof,” Nyrnn said, determined.

      “If we lay these charges, and they are dismissed, we won’t get another chance,” Robern hedged. Then he looked at Nyrnn, scrutinizing her. “This will be on you. One shot. Are you up for it?”

      She met his eyes, pulling on his anger. “Yes.”

      He took a moment, holding her gaze. “You’ve changed,” he said. Then he clapped his hands. “Excellent. I will go lay the official charges, and push for a quick hearing. It will probably be a few days yet. Rest as much as you can. Our success depends on you.”

      Nyrnn nodded and left the office, still feeling the heat of Robern’s anger burning in her stomach.

      Nyrnn walked down the hallway quickly. She could hear voices in the kitchen; Tray’s loud laugh and Rhys’ quieter voice. Then the mothering tone of Eya. Part of her wanted to enter that space, enjoy their friendship. But she couldn’t. On the trip to the dorm and during her conversation with Robern, Nyrnn had felt a tightening begin in her chest. In the meeting she had not been sure what it was and had assumed it belonged to Robern. Now in the hallway it persisted, and she could identify it. It was from the patients in the infirmary.

      Sleeping for three days had healed the physical symptoms she would normally suffer, but it did not dispel what she had seen, what she had felt. She didn’t know how many patients had connected to her, if it had been those on the second floor, or both floors. The images overlapped, Shadowed Ones appearing in dark alleys, near silent fountains, or around hidden corners. And then the feeling of fear and panic, the desire to flee and the realization that there was no escape.

      In time, she knew these memories would slide into the darkness of her mind, joining the many others. Right now, they hurt, but she could handle it. Had to handle it. The memories were important and the people they belonged to would not be forgotten by her. These people needed justice, and she was going to get it for them.

      When she reached the bottom of the stairs, she ran into Gryff, bumping into him, her thoughts elsewhere.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled, pushing past him.

      He grabbed her arm, stopping her. “What’s wrong?”

      She shook her head, concentrating on calming the panic, trying to push down the feelings.

      “I’m sorry for before. I needed time, and so much is happening right now,” Gryff said, his voice unsure. “Are you still seeing the battle?” he asked.

      Nyrnn started, then shook her head. “Not anymore,” she said, uncertain if it was true. Had the visions stopped, or just been pushed aside? “I’m sorry I saw them. I didn’t mean to. I do trust you. It was an accident.”

      “Stop apologizing. I know it was an accident. You shouldn’t have to see that… it’s… I…” He struggled, looking at the ground. “I’m not good at this,” he mumbled.

      “I just… I wrecked things,” Nyrnn said.

      He shook his head. “You didn’t. I’m not saying this right…”

      “You don’t need to worry about me,” she said, even as she felt her grip on the memories loosen. Dark shapes flashed in her mind, as panic constricted her chest. She needed to get away before he saw through her lies. “I’m fine, really,” she said, and moved around him and started walking quickly down the hall. “I won’t do it again,” she said over her shoulder, pushing through the bathroom door and closing it behind her. She crawled into the empty bathtub and hugged her knees, focusing on her breath that was now fast and shallow.

      She had done it. Robern would make sure the hearing happened and Nyrnn would read a patient in front of a crowd and testify on their behalf. This was what she had wanted. And yet the victory did not feel as good as she had hoped. More flashes of darkness. Of black robes on dark nights. Of pain and then nothingness. But here in the tub she released her hold, letting them come to her, acknowledging their stories, their pain. As she felt her heart hammering in her chest, she hoped that this was the right answer, letting them out so that they would let her go.

      She wasn’t sure how long she sat there, shivering in the bathtub as the room grew darker, the sun setting. The sound of a knock on the door roused her, and she blinked, remembering where she was.

      “Nyrnn?” It was Gryff’s voice.

      “I’m fine,” she called out, her voice shaky. He had been trying to tell her something in the hallway, but it had barely registered. For a moment, she could feel his frustration and confusion. Then it was gone, hidden and tucked away.

      He spoke again. “I’m coming in.” Gryff opened the door and looked around, his eyes coming to rest on her sitting in the bottom of an empty tub in the dark. Her face flushed. She tasked her mind with coming up with an explanation. This was something they did in Shimmerview to relax. The light had been on but must have broken. She had been testing out the tub. With each ridiculous idea she felt her face grow hotter. But Gryff didn’t ask any questions. He looked around and then sat down on the floor beside the tub. As he got closer, she felt herself get lighter, the mantle of emotions disappearing.

      “You have a null stone,” she said, surprised.

      “Just something I’m trying.” He cleared his throat. “Tray told me you connected with all the patients at the infirmary – that must be hard.”

      “It’s fine,” Nyrnn lied.

      “Why do you do that? Say you’re fine when you’re not?”

      “I don’t…”

      “I’m the only one here. I’m not going to judge you. I won’t tell anyone. I just… I just want you to talk to me,” Gryff said, his voice uncertain.

      “I… I can’t… you’ll try to stop me…” Nyrnn replied, feeling tears at the corners of her eyes.

      “Please, talk to me.”

      Nyrnn swallowed, unused to being asked. She started talking, halting at first, then it came out faster, as if she had been waiting to say these things out loud. “Growing up, whenever I was honest about how tired I was, how much my head hurt, how hopeless I felt… the people around me would come in to help. They would protect me by taking things away.” Nyrnn felt tears sliding down her cheeks. “When I told Hala sometimes I felt dizzy after class, she started walking with me everywhere, but also dictating where that would be. I was no longer free to go where I wanted to. When I told my father the same thing, he met with the Chancellor and they discussed taking me out of classes altogether. They wanted to help, but their help always took something away from me. I started lying to keep that from happening.”

      “That must be hard,” Gryff said.

      “When I came to Starfall, I knew that if I wasn’t careful that would happen here too. After my first trip to the temple, Robern locked the door to the patients’ room so I could no longer go in without his permission. After the second time, Robern was afraid to let me do more sessions. But this – what I can do – I don’t want to stop. I have to be fine, because if I’m not fine, this will all be taken away from me.”

      Gryff handed her a towel, and she used it to wipe her face, tears still flowing. “I’m afraid I’ll end up back in my room in Shimmerview, trapped, while those around me keep me safe.”

      “What happened at the infirmary?” Gryff asked.

      Nyrnn sniffed. “I saw all of their attacks. I’m not sure how many, a dozen, maybe more. When it happens like that, they blend together. I get little information about what happened, but I still feel what they felt. It feels like… they know I can hear them. They are scared and confused and they want to be heard. They deserve it. But I have so many of these stories in me now that it’s getting harder and harder.”

      “Does that happen every time you connect with someone, read their emotions?” Gryff asked.

      Nyrnn shook her head in the darkness. “What I experienced with Nord has faded. I still remember what I saw, how he felt, but the emotion has no continuing impact on me.”

      “And with… the battle?”

      “It was shocking and horrifying. I wasn’t prepared.” She bit her lip, pushing against her desire to lie to make Gryff feel better. “It’s less now, but I still see the field sometimes, the bodies. Sometimes I see your friend, and for a moment it looks like Rhys or Tray. I know what it is now, what is happening, and that helps.”

      “I’m sorry,” Gryff said, his voice low.

      “It’s not your fault, you didn’t know,” Nyrnn said. “I’m sorry those things happened to you. I’m sorry you had to be there.”

      “Thanks,” he said, simply. Nyrnn’s chest warmed, and she felt that she had finally found the right thing to say.

      They sat in silence for a few minutes. Nyrnn felt calmer. The memories from the infirmary had softened, sliding back with the others.

      “Is the null stone because of me?” Nyrnn asked.

      Gryff grunted. “It’s because of me. I… I don’t know how to block those memories from you. I can’t be a burden on you.”

      Nyrnn had figured as much. Gryff might be holding the stone, but it was to keep her in the null field. She understood his reasons, but it still felt like a loss. The consequence of telling the truth.

      “I can’t read you most of the time, and never anything clear until… Shimmerview. Has something else happened?”

      Gryff was silent.

      “Please, tell me the truth. You always have.”

      “I’m not sure what happened or why, but the memories have been more intense since that night. It’s as if they only just happened. It got worse after the infirmary. That was the first time I had taken energy from someone since… anyway, it did something to me.”

      Nyrnn opened her mouth, but he wasn’t finished. “Don’t apologize. Gods, we need to stop apologizing all the time…”

      Nyrnn laughed. He was right. She was rewarded when she heard him chuckle; the sound warming her chest and easing the remaining tension from her body.

      “You asked if I believe you can do this – testify, read patients, stop the Shadowed Ones. I do. I should have said that first.”

      Nyrnn wanted to ask more questions. Why had the memories become more intense? Was there anything she could do? Anything anyone could do? She wondered if it had happened because of the kiss. And if so, would the null stone protect him? Or did he even want to… but she knew that this wasn’t the time for these questions. Instead, she leaned her head against the side of the tub that stood between them, letting go of what would come next and just being in the room, comforted by knowing he was there with her.
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      Nyrnn dreamed of a battle, but this time she was in Starfall. Bodies lay motionless in the dark streets and fear constricted her chest. She looked down, expecting to see her friend dead beside her, but no one was there. She knew this was her fault. She had failed them. Some bodies wore black cloaks, but where the hoods had been pushed back, she saw the faces of regular people. She looked around, thinking that she would see the blonde woman or Osoric, but the streets were empty. She was alone.

      Nyrnn awoke in her room, anxiety pulling at her stomach as she sat up in bed. Robern had been successful in laying charges against Osoric, and today was the day of the hearing.

      Nyrnn had spent the last two days training with Namiga, the older woman testing her ability to shield, to control her thoughts, and to focus. None of it had been new to Nyrnn, but the repetition had helped her. And exhausted her. She had accepted some of Gryff’s tea the evening before, knowing she needed to get as much rest as possible, and afraid that her mind would not be quiet enough to do so. It had worked, although she had a foggy recollection of half-remembered dreams.

      Nyrnn dressed and headed to the kitchen. Eya nodded at her, an apron over her clothes, as she worked at the counter. As Nyrnn walked to her usual seat, Eya pulled together a plate of food and placed it in front of her. Robern looked at Nyrnn, his eyes investigating. She had expected him to greet her with his usual good humour, but today it felt different. She was either going to help him stop Osoric or fail and ruin his chances of getting the answers he needed.

      She picked at her food, uncomfortable under his gaze.

      “You need to eat, Nyrnn,” he said, picking up his tea and taking a sip.

      “When are we leaving?” she asked.

      “A few hours yet. You’re ready?” Each time he asked this, she felt a small stab. She was stronger, but was she strong enough? Robern’s enthusiasm, his energy – it had made her feel safe. She pushed down her doubts and nodded.

      “How is it going to work today?” she asked.

      “The two patients from the infirmary will be there when we arrive. I will speak to the charges, then you will provide the evidence. Osoric will speak in his defence, then the Speaker will pass judgment.”

      The door opened and Gryff, Tray, Nord and Rhys filed into the room. Tray perched on the table, stealing a piece of toast from Nyrnn’s plate.

      “So, when are we heading out?” she asked.

      “It’s a closed meeting,” Robern said.

      “We’re going,” Rhys responded, her tone uncharacteristically firm. She sat beside Nyrnn, slapping Tray’s hand away as she went for another slice.

      Rainbows and moons, rabbit. Nyrnn looked at Nord, who smiled at her before sitting at the table.

      Gryff stood with his back to the door, arms crossed. “If Nyrnn’s going, then so are we.” His deep voice was uncompromising. Nyrnn looked around the room, as warmth flooded her chest. She had spent little time with any of them the last few days as she focused on what she needed to do. She would never have asked them to come, but knowing they would be there, her chest relaxed, and she could breathe a little more easily.

      “You’ll each be expected to wear a null stone. No wynn can enter the hearing without one,” Robern said.

      “No problem here,” Tray replied.

      Robern looked at the wynn, and they all nodded. “Very well. I’ll make the arrangements.” He pushed up from the table and stood, looking at them. He seemed about to say something, and they waited, watching him. Then he ran a hand through his hair, nodded, and left the room.

      “Is there anything we can do to help?” Rhys asked, concern in her voice.

      “I’m ready.” Nyrnn looked around at them all. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Hey – if anything weird happens, we need to be ready. I don’t trust this hearing business,” Tray said.

      “Weird how?” Rhys asked.

      “Maybe it’s all a setup. Maybe they are all wynn. Maybe they are all Shadowed Ones!” Tray said, landing on her last suggestion with the most gusto.

      “Shadowed Ones running a hearing?” Rhys asked.

      “Well, okay, that seems unlikely. Anyway, we will be ready, for whatever.”

      Nyrnn nodded, grateful. She attempted to finish her food, her stomach still in knots. With effort, she got through the toast and eggs, drowning them in tea.

      As she ate, they chatted about Osoric and the Shadowed Ones, revisiting old theories and throwing them out. Nyrnn could sense their excitement. This could be it. The group of broken wynn might have solved the mystery of the Shadowed Ones.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Order of the Golden Eye was a large, sprawling building of dark stone. It was squat, just two floors, and appeared utilitarian as it sat among the more decorative buildings of central Starfall. The Orders had been created by the Chosen during the Rebuilding, initially to house and more recently to advance their knowledge after so much had been lost.

      As the city grew, the Orders became specialized, focused more and more on the advancement of knowledge as historical records were moved to the Archives and Academies for further study. As the population of Starfall grew beyond the capacity of the ancient city, the Orders created new ways to use the stonetych to bring in clean water, carry out waste, and heat and cool the growing number of homes.

      Their sled pulled up to the front steps of the Order, and the group disembarked, unfolding themselves from its confined space. Nyrnn looked up, shielding her eyes, to stare at the large metal eye that hung above the entrance. It was set within a circle within a triangle. She supposed the idea was that the Order acted as the eye for Starfall, searching for new knowledge and information. She couldn’t help but feel exposed under its unblinking gaze.

      Eya had fussed with each of the wynn before they left, forcing them to don “more appropriate clothes” for the hearing. It felt strange to see her friends in the colourful, short-collared coats of Starfall, each representing their abilities. Rhys was in grey, the twins in blue, and Nyrnn was wearing a deep green. Gryff had refused Eya’s attempts, and was wearing a dark shirt and a traveler’s cloak overtop. They each wore a thong around their neck with a null stone, the white of the stonetych easy to see against their clothes. When the Council had heard additional wynn were coming, they had quickly sent extras to the dorm.

      They walked up the front steps, Robern taking the lead, striding in his typical way. Nyrnn had watched him fidget on the way over, straightening his coat several times. She guessed it must be hard for him to come back here, to face the Council, after they kicked him out. Now that he was out of the sled, he seemed eager to get inside. His long legs consumed two stairs at a time, leaving the wynn to hurry to catch up.

      As they reached the door, the guards on either side stepped forward and pulled them open. Robern led the way, crossing a large foyer. Nyrnn saw hallways leading off to the sides, but the space was empty except for guards. Robern stopped before a second set of double doors. As they gathered in front of him, Nyrnn saw a smaller eye decorated each of the doors.

      “The hearing is through here. Nyrnn and I will be at the front. The rest of you will have to find a space in the back. Remember, you are here because of their good will – be on your best behaviour.” He shot a look at Tray. She shrugged. Robern turned to Nyrnn. “Are you ready?”

      She looked at him and held his gaze. “I am.”

      “Let’s do this.”

      Robern turned and the guards stepped forward, grabbing the handles, and pulling the doors open to reveal the room within. The hearing chamber was large, about half the size of the assembly hall back at the Shimmerview Academy. It was shaped like a bowl, with tiers of benches rising from the centre, ensuring that everyone would get a good view of the proceedings. Nyrnn looked around and felt relief. The room only had only a dozen or so people in it, the area for spectators mostly empty. She had been worried they would open the doors and face a crowd.

      They walked forward, Robern leading the way. A few people sat alone or in small groups, chatting quietly with one another. As they moved forward, Nyrnn counted nine people wearing identical black robes sitting together near the front of the room. This must be the Council. They were older, and unlike the others in the room, they did not turn to watch them walk down the aisle, instead talking with each other or staring straight ahead.

      In front of her the rows ended, and there was a table to each side with a few chairs. On the left, Nyrnn saw the man from her vision. Osoric’s hair was cropped close to his pale skull, his piercing eyes moving from Robern to Nyrnn. The intensity of his gaze was uncomfortable as he inspected her. He cocked his head slightly, and Nyrnn looked away, her heartbeat speeding up.

      Then her eyes landed on the woman beside him, her blonde hair falling just past her shoulders, looking carefully styled. She wore long sleeves, strange for the summer. Nyrnn wondered – were her arms covered in black bandages underneath? She peered, looking for a gold band on the woman’s thumb, but was too far away. This was the woman she had seen many times, a Shadowed One. She knew it was true, even though it made no sense. The woman looked perfectly normal, if a little tense, her hands clutched on the table in front of her.

      Nyrnn turned and Tray gave her a nod, and then the others peeled off, finding seats in the middle of the room. Nyrnn paused, wishing she was joining them. Then she returned her gaze to the front of the room and continued to follow Robern. A few steps later, Nyrnn looked back to see that guards had come to check their null stones. Satisfied, they sat behind the group as Tray rolled her eyes.

      Robern and Nyrnn passed the last of the benches and walked to the second small table. Two mind wynn sat close by. One was wearing the familiar blue robe from the Academy. The other was in a smart blue coat with a golden mind wynn pin shining against the dark fabric. Nyrnn looked at the women, surprised. She recognized her. She had seen this woman on the stage when the Speaker had come to Shimmerview.

      Nyrnn sat, anxiety creeping into her stomach as she tried to clear her mind. With the null stone, Nyrnn could not feel the people in the room, but she knew they were looking at her, watching her. She felt her palms slick with sweat and she looked at her feet as she fidgeted in her chair.

      Robern took a seat and placed a stack of files on the table. Nyrnn recognized many of them – files on the patients, the map of the city, even Rhys’ sketch of the artifact. Nyrnn had felt so sure when she had pressed Robern to lay the charges as soon as possible. But now that the hearing was here, she felt small and scared. The pages in front of Robern would only matter if she could read the patients. She swallowed and looked up at the audience, searching for her friends.

      She caught a flash of light and, stomach dropping, saw a familiar face hidden behind a pair of glasses. A weight pressed against her chest as she remembered their last meeting. Why was he here? After Shimmerview, the group had tried to find Cal’in, but they had had no luck. And after that, events had moved so quickly they had forgotten. Robern leaned towards her and whispered, “You’re going to be fine.” Nyrnn wanted to believe him, but she could see his foot tapping on the floor, his own nervousness clear.

      The room was quiet, some hushed conversation and the sound of shifting bodies echoing in the large chamber. Then the door opened and two men walked in. The first was wearing dark robes with intricate designs down the side. The second was wearing the golden robes of the Chosen’s staff – Dall’ynn Yaral. He was the Speaker for the Chosen, and by Hala’s accounts, a part of the Chosen’s family as well. He would decide the case on behalf of the Chosen. The men walked side by side easily, clearly familiar with one another. Then the Speaker stopped and took a seat with the Council as the second man proceeded to the front. He looked at both parties and nodded.

      “I am Boron Tat’lor, Chair of the Council of the Order of the Golden Eye, First of the Orders of Nubrai. Today we are here to hear the charges brought by citizen Robern Haedern against one of our members, Osoric Kynell.

      “Haedern contends Kynell has done the following: in the first, he has experimented on human subjects, a clear violation of the rules of the Order. In the second, he has endangered Nubrai by creating the Shadowed Ones who have killed and harmed the people of Starfall and caused them to live in a state of fear. This violates the laws of Nubrai.”

      The Chair turned towards Robern. “You may state your case.”

      Robern stepped up to the podium. At first, Nyrnn thought she saw a tremble of uncertainty, his gaze passing over Cal’in. Robern had long planned for the day he would confront the person responsible for the Shadowed Ones, for his brother’s death. But Nyrnn knew that plan had included Cal’in standing by his side, not Nyrnn. He took a breath, his hand forming a fist on the lectern. As he did so, he seemed to grow, taking up space in the room, drawing all eyes. This was the Robern Nyrnn was used to.

      “I know that the charges I bring are surprising, but it is the duty of the members of the Order, and of the citizens of Starfall, to uphold the highest principles at all times. When someone has failed to meet these standards, we must respond swiftly. For the good of us all.”

      Robern launched into his argument. Nyrnn had heard parts of it in the previous days as he prepared. Robern described the artifact that Nyrnn had seen and passed around the drawing. He talked about Orym Gentmaker, assistant to Osoric Kynell, who had witnessed Kynell experimenting with the artifact on his own assistants. The story was what they had pieced together from the evidence. There were holes, and Nyrnn felt the holes were glaring as Robern talked. The only actual proof would be her.

      Nyrnn watched the audience as Robern spoke, feeling more at ease as they focused their attention on him. She couldn’t feel their emotions, but she could read their faces. There was no evidence of shock. The audience was calm. Perhaps a few people were even annoyed. Robern had been kicked out of the Order years ago, but knowing him, she expected he had not gone quietly. This room remembered. Were they here to judge Osoric, or just to see what outrageous thing Robern would say next?

      Finally, Robern closed the line of argument for the first charge. Nyrnn looked at him as he began the second.

      “Osoric Kynell has not only been experimenting on his assistants, but he has been turning them into the very Shadowed Ones that haunt our city. The Shadowed Ones are responsible for the deaths and incapacitation of over three hundred people.

      “I have evidence that once a person has been turned into a Shadowed One, they become a monstrous version of themselves, hunting the citizens of Starfall. Kynell has continued his work, and the citizens of Starfall have been under attack for over a decade. The Order must evict Kynell. The Chosen must exile him.”

      As Robern’s case came to a close, Nyrnn’s heart sped up. It was almost time.

      “I know that my case may sound like fiction. You may ask how we,” he paused, shook his head slightly and then continued, “how I know about the things that I do. I discovered that Nyrnn Ashall, a young heart wynn from Shimmerview, can enter the memories of the patients. By doing so, she can communicate with the victims of the attacks. She can get their first-hand account of what happened.” He gestured towards Nyrnn, and she felt all eyes focus on her. She swallowed.

      “From her I was able to learn about the nature of the attacks. I learned who and what the Shadowed Ones are. We have eyewitness accounts from the victims themselves.

      “Further, when a Shadowed One incapacitates a person – leaving them in the echo state – they leave a mark on the victim. They leave part of their own memories. Miss Ashall can access these as well. So, we have not only the account from the victim, but from the perpetrator. And through these memories, we know where the Shadowed Ones came from and who they are.

      “This is how I learned that Osoric Kynell was using an artifact on his own assistants and turning them into the Shadowed Ones. He poses a danger to the welfare of not only the citizens of Starfall, but of all of Nubrai.” Robern turned to stare at Osoric. Nyrnn looked at him as well. The man gazed straight ahead, with a bored expression on his face.

      “We will need a demonstration of this, Robern. We cannot take you on your word alone,” the Chair cautioned.

      Robern flushed a little. “Of course. I ask that you bring out the two patients that I requested. Miss Ashall will communicate with them here and relate what happened to them, according to them – exactly and truthfully – to you. Your mind wynn can ensure it.”

      The Chair nodded to some nearby guards, and they came towards Nyrnn and Robern, moving tables and preparing the space. The mind wynn shifted their chairs, coming closer, so that they could more easily read Nyrnn but not obstruct the view. In many ways, there would be nothing to see, and yet, for the purpose of the hearing, there was an attempt to create a visual for the audience.

      The doors opened from the back and two guards walked patients down the aisle towards them. Nyrnn jerked in shock. The two people they had brought in were Bea and Sidyn.

      She looked at Robern. “Where is Orym?” she whispered.

      “I don’t know,” he whispered back.

      Nyrnn’s mind raced, trying to figure out how important Orym was to their case. He had been one of Osoric’s assistants and clearly connected Osoric to the Shadowed Ones. She had only seen Osoric in L’lor and Orym’s memories, and she had only seen the pillars in Orym’s.

      Robern stood. “I’m afraid there has been a mistake. These are not the patients we requested.” The guards continued to bring them closer. Nyrnn peeked at Osoric, wondering if this had been his doing, but he looked surprised as well, one eyebrow raised as he exchanged looks with the blonde woman.

      “These are patients. According to your own account, Robern, all the Shadowed Ones originate with Osoric Kynell. It should not matter which ones your student reads today,” the Chair responded.

      The guards brought the patients down to the main floor, helping them to sit in two seats that faced the audience.

      The Chair continued, “If you want to argue your case, you must use these patients.”

      Robern nodded slowly. “Of course.” He turned to Nyrnn and gave her a reassuring pat on the shoulder. Nyrnn walked to the chair between the patients, then turned, looking out at the faces and feeling small.

      “Nyrnn Ashall – you have been given permission to demonstrate your abilities in this hearing. However, there are restrictions. You are only to use your abilities to work with the patients. If you use your abilities in any other way, you will be removed from the premises and your testimony will be struck from the records. Is that clear?” the Chair asked.

      She nodded. “I understand.”

      A guard stepped forward. Nyrnn grabbed the stone around her neck and removed it. She handed it to the guard and took a deep breath.
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      As the null field dispersed, Nyrnn felt the weight of the emotions from the room settle onto her shoulders. Thankfully, most of the people were seated far away, so their emotions played lightly against her awareness. She looked up to where her friends were sitting and Tray gave her a thumbs up.

      Robern stepped towards her and she felt his familiar fire in her stomach, today laced with anxiety and frustration. The emotions pushed off one another, fighting for dominance, and as she felt them, she gained a new appreciation for how calm he appeared. Nyrnn turned to the two mind wynn and let their emotions play across her awareness, but all she felt was boredom. Robern placed an amplifier in front of her, and then he backed up. He gave a curt nod and a small smile. It was her turn.

      Nyrnn reached out and took Bea’s hand. She knew she needed to find three things – the Shadowed Ones attacking a patient, the white room and Osoric, and the pillars. They would need all three to prove their case. While she had read both Bea and Sidyn before, she had only ever seen when they were attacked. It was possible they both contained the memories she needed. Or neither did.

      Nyrnn closed her eyes, counting her breaths in and out, trying to block out the sounds of the room. She could feel dampness on the back of her neck already, although whether from nerves or the pressure of the people in the room, she didn’t know. But she had rested as much as she could, trained as much as she could. It was now or never.

      Hello, Bea, she thought, and colours swirled against the back of her eyelids. Can you show me when you were attacked by the Shadowed Ones?

      The colours coalesced, and she was sitting on the front steps of a modest house. Ahead of her, the white stone of the street glowed under the light of the moon. Nyrnn looked down at her hands and saw the slender fingers of Bea. She could feel tears on her face, and her chest was heavy. She was hurting. Bea was hurting. Your children are safe. They are with family, Nyrnn said, hoping Bea understood. Then she distanced herself from the emotion, careful to acknowledge Bea’s sadness without feeling it herself. She concentrated and moved the memory forward.

      Nyrnn described what she was seeing. She talked about the street she was on, noting a few house numbers and some distinctive decorations. She talked about the phase of the moon and the temperature of the air, trying to situate the memory, trying to make it sound real. When the dark shadow entered the alley across from Bea’s house, Nyrnn described the cloak it was wearing, the way it seemed to float over the stones, coming straight towards her. And then, even as Bea got up to go inside, Nyrnn described the two additional shapes appearing from the side, cutting off her only hope of escape.

      As the Shadowed One touched Nyrnn’s shoulder, she bit back a cry, the electric pain racing across her body before releasing. Nyrnn described how it felt. Then she was in the cold white light, and she could feel pressure coming in from all sides. This was as far as she had gotten last time, unable to continue as Bea’s sadness had overwhelmed her.

      “What do you see now?” she heard Robern’s voice. This was the tricky part, the part that was the hardest to explain, to believe. And since Nyrnn had never done this with Bea before, it was also the part she was most unsure of. Nyrnn took a deep breath, and ignored the sounds of the Council chamber, the feeling of curiosity that pushed at her as she sat, holding Bea’s hand. More sweat ran down the back of her neck. She stared into the whiteness and searched for the shining glint of the shard.

      “I see something in the distance. It looks like a shard of glass.” Nyrnn reached forward, and the shard raced towards her, growing as it did so. When it got close, it was the same size as her. She stepped through.

      She was in a small cell made of dark stone, with bars on one side. She was sitting on a bed, little more than a bench with a thin mattress. The floor was dirty and there was a strange and unpleasant smell. Nyrnn had not seen this place before. She felt uncertain, but began describing it anyway, hoping that something here would link to the other visions she had seen.

      She looked at her hands and noted that her arms were covered in black bandages. They were ragged, curling away in places. She saw cuts underneath, most of them old scars, but a few newer, pink and newly healing. Nyrnn described them, thinking of the blonde woman and the bandages Nyrnn believed were hidden under her sleeves. Then she walked to the bars and looked out but could only see a dimly lit hallway. Where was she? Nyrnn could feel sweat trickle down the side of her head. This was it. She would not find what she needed here. She pushed out of the vision and blinked her eyes, bringing herself back into the room.

      “That’s it. That’s all I can get from Bea. I need to read Sidyn.”

      Before Nyrnn could do so, the Speaker held up a hand, calling a halt. “One moment, Miss Ashall. Master Coriaynn?”

      The mind wynn Nyrnn had recognized spoke up. “She is telling the truth about the attack. This is what she is seeing.” The second mind wynn nodded in agreement.

      “And this… shard?”

      “When Miss Ashall was describing the ‘white space’ her mind was not always in agreement with her words. But this changed when she described the cell.”

      Nyrnn started. “I’m not lying.”

      The mind wynn looked at her, her expression carefully controlled. “You used metaphor. It might simply be a result of having to articulate an unusual experience. Or it might be the result of inventing the experience.”

      Nyrnn felt her cheeks redden, even as the Chair nodded. “The information about the attack is interesting, and bringing that to our attention is of great service. The shard is more… difficult to… understand. The description of the cell does not support your charges.” His tone was short and dismissive. Nyrnn felt her stomach drop, even as she could feel a fire grow there as Robern’s anger was stoked. She thought of all the victims, silenced by the Shadowed Ones unless she could do something. She just needed another shot. She opened her mouth to object, but another voice held the room.

      “While I agree with the Chair, I would like the opportunity to have my name cleared. Miss Ashall should read the second patient. As the esteemed Chair pointed out, while the evidence does not support the charge, it is interesting and such knowledge may help us stop the Shadowed Ones one day.” Osoric’s voice was calm, his words easy. Nyrnn looked at him, surprised. It was strange he was asking for more evidence.

      The Council members conferred with each other in hushed tones. Then one held up a hand and spoke. “We would also like to hear the testimony of the second patient.”

      Robern nodded, relaxing his hand that had been gripping the table. He looked at the Chair, and then turned to Nyrnn and gave her a nod. Nyrnn picked up Sidyn’s hand and looked into his eyes. They were moving back and forth, unseeing but busy. She needed this to work. She took a breath and closed her eyes, diving back in.

      Nyrnn was back in the streets of Starfall, hurrying through the darkness. Clouds hung low in the sky, obscuring the light and creating deep shadows at every turn. She was wearing a thick coat, which she hugged close against the chill. Nyrnn described the street, again being careful to include as many details as she could, exactly as she saw them, this time avoiding all exaggeration or metaphor.

      She looked around and saw the dark shadow on her right. Sidyn was still far from his home, and she felt her chest fill with fear as she looked around, searching in vain for somewhere to hide. She ran to a door, the lights off in the house, and felt herself pull at the handle. And then an arm reached out from behind, and Nyrnn’s mind flooded with white even as she felt Sidyn’s body falling to the ground.

      Nyrnn took a breath, finding steadiness in the now familiar environment. She looked for the shard. As she did so, she described what she saw using the most straightforward language she could. Then she saw a flash and pulled it towards her, seeing images beyond. Right away she could tell it was the white room, a small shadow where the artifact would be. A tall man stood in the room, his back to her, but she recognized his short hair. Beside him stood the blonde woman. Nyrnn felt a smile split her face, seeing the second piece of evidence that they needed. As she reached to step through the shard, a thought stopped her.

      There is nothing here.

      Nyrnn shook her head.

      There is nothing here, she heard again, and part of her reacted, preparing to release the memory. Then she stopped herself.

      There is nothing here, the voice repeated. The voice tried to wrap around her awareness, but there was something wrong about it. It did not belong to her. As Nyrnn concentrated on the words, the voice altered, smoothing out and finding a higher register.

      “Nyrnn? You need to keep narrating,” Robern said.

      She opened her eyes and looked at Master Coriaynn, the Speaker’s mind wynn. The woman stared back, her face impassive, but Nyrnn could feel her contempt.

      “Another account of an attack. Again, this is good information, but does little to implicate the charged,” the Chair said, his voice tired. Nyrnn turned to face him, and feeling Robern’s anger, she met his eyes.

      “I can get more,” she said, hearing defiance in her own voice.

      The Chair looked to the mind wynn.

      “That’s all she has,” Master Coriaynn said, unblinking as she lied.

      “I have seen Osoric Kynell in their memories before. I have seen that woman that is sitting beside him. They know the Shadowed Ones. If you just give me more time…” Nyrnn trailed off, already feeling the futility of her words as she saw the Speaker give a slight shake of his head.

      The Speaker’s wynn was trying to stop her, and he had the only vote that mattered. Robern had told her that if the Chosen did not want them to win this case, they would not win it. At the time, Nyrnn had not taken his warning seriously. The Chosen protected Nubrai. He would want to know about how to stop the Shadowed Ones. If he didn’t…

      Nyrnn stared at the Speaker, willing him to listen, to see what she had seen.

      The Speaker looked to the mind wynn. “Is that true?”

      “She believes it is.”

      “If I could read the patients we requested…” Nyrnn tried again.

      “There will always be more evidence if you had more time. Mr Haedern – you pushed for a quick hearing. This is the evidence you have brought. It is what we will evaluate.”

      Robern nodded, even as Nyrnn bit back a response.

      “The Council and the Chosen have heard the charges. Osoric Kynell – what is your response?”

      Osoric stood, looking over at Nyrnn and Robern as he walked to the lectern. He paused, his eyes on them, evaluating. Nyrnn wanted to speak up, to say something, but her mouth was dry. She had thought the case was risky because it relied on the memories of the patients, on their theory about the shards. But she hadn’t even been able to get the full evidence in front of the Council. And for the mind wynn to stop her… it seemed like she had known what Nyrnn was going to say. Nyrnn bit her lip, even as her head began to pound.

      Osoric cleared his throat. “I am here today to clear my name, and that of my colleague Asrayln Giell who has been included in these bizarre accusations.” He took a breath. “Robern Haedern is a troubled man,” Osoric said. Immediately, Nyrnn could feel Robern’s anger intensify. She saw his hands squeeze into fists in his lap.

      “After the Shadowed Ones killed his brother, Robern was desperate to find someone to blame. Many of us witnessed his behaviour at that time – the false accusations, the excessive drinking, the fights. He lied to this Council. Robern is on a path of desperation and vengeance, and today I am his target. Sadly, he has wasted the time of the Speaker and of the Council with his foolishness.”

      Osoric’s voice was cool and collected. He spoke as if he felt pity for Robern, the man whose life had fallen apart.

      “Robern is so deluded he believes he is right. My work is confidential, and in this public space, I am prohibited from discussing it further. Some of you have been made aware of the details of my work, others have not. But you can trust that my work is sanctioned at the highest levels.” Osoric looked to the mind wynn, and they nodded in return. Nyrnn realized they were checking to see if he was telling the truth.

      “Today he brought two victims of the Shadowed Ones from an infirmary. I checked with the healers. He led them to believe their families had signed off. To treat victims this way is to victimize them again. I have contacted their families and they will be returned to the people who care for them as soon as this hearing is over.

      “This man is a liar and he is unstable. He is the one who should face charges, yet again.”

      Nyrnn looked at Robern, feeling his anger turn to rage. She blinked, concentrating on distancing herself. Things were so quickly sliding away, and panic gripped her chest. Had she been wrong to push for the hearing? Osoric had been careful to tell half truths and to spin a story that would leave Robern’s reputation in worse tatters than when they had arrived, and their case in even worse shape.

      “Nyrnn Ashall.” Osoric said her name clearly, meeting her gaze, and then returning to face the Speaker and the Council. “A young woman Robern found in a farming village. She claimed to have been a victim of the Shadowed Ones, even though she never had the echo. A simple lie in a place where few would know the difference. A lie that let her hide her wynn status from the Awakeners, and avoid her duty to use the gifts of Tetwynn to serve Nubrai.

      “After all these years, she claims she can suddenly read the memories of the patients. This is unheard of, and seems convenient, but I am a man of facts. If she can do as she claims, this would be a fantastic discovery. But before we decide she can, she must be studied, be tested. And not by a disgraced member hiding away in a deserted building, but by the sharp minds of the Order.”

      Nyrnn felt all eyes turn to her, and she was no longer concerned with what Robern was feeling, her own emotions battling one another. Osoric’s words were false, but they were close enough to the truth that the story sounded reasonable. In some ways, it sounded more reasonable than what Nyrnn had actually experienced.

      “Robern brought this young woman to Starfall and told her all his theories about the Shadowed Ones, about the Order, and about me. And he convinced her to come forward today and repeat these lies to all of you. Do not blame her – she fell for Robern’s lies, as we all did at one time. As someone who hid her abilities as a child, lied about an attack that didn’t happen, and barely finished her studies, Nyrnn was an easy target to manipulate.

      “Nyrnn came here today and claims to have seen me and my colleague in the memories of patients. If I had brought a different colleague, perhaps that is who she would have claimed to see. As Master Coriaynn said, Nyrnn believes what she is saying, much like a child who has spent her life imagining what life might be like, rather than living it.

      “I ask the Council and the Speaker to dismiss Nyrnn Ashall’s false testimony and the charges brought by Robern Haedern.”

      Nyrnn felt as if she had been hit in the stomach, her face red as she fought to hold back tears. Osoric had told the room that she was a lying child who had imagined the entire experience. Then she heard a crash and saw Robern launch himself at Osoric. Guards moved forward and shouts rang out as the room descended into chaos.

      Nyrnn’s chest constricted even as fire moved through her body. Her heartbeat sped up, as did her breathing, and the pain expanded at the back of her skull. She grabbed her head, bending forward over her lap as dark shapes edged into her vision. She flashed back to the day she collapsed outside of the assembly, her only recourse to choose where she passed out, not whether she did.

      Then she felt a hand on her shoulder, and looked up, almost expecting to see Hala’s face. But it was Bea. She didn’t look at Nyrnn, her eyes still focused on nothing as they moved. In all of this, the patients had been forgotten. Again.

      Nyrnn closed her eyes, blocking out the room. She saw the small white light in her chest, glowing as it hung there. At first, its light was dim, a ghost of its usual self. She concentrated on it even as she felt sweat run down the side of her face. With each breath, she felt her heart rate slow and saw the orb grow, getting a little bigger and a little brighter.

      When it got to the size of her body, she felt her shield fall into place, and the heaviness in the room lightened, her chest relaxed, and the pain in her head receded. Then she opened her eyes, again seeing the two mind wynn. She turned away from Master Coriaynn and looked to the other, the one wearing the robes of the Academy. She was younger, maybe a few years older than Nyrnn, her dark hair pulled back in a long braid and the pin on her coat showing she had graduated. Maybe she was an apprentice to Master Coriaynn, maybe not. But Nyrnn didn’t have any other options.

      Nyrnn reached out and grabbed the woman’s arm, closing her eyes and pulling up what she remembered from Orym’s memory. It wasn’t as strong as one of her own memories, but it was there, gathered with the others she had collected over these past few months. She saw him in the white-walled room, the artifact in the middle, Shadowed Ones stalking across the floor. Then she shifted, and saw a Shadowed One, touching the glyphs on the pillar under the cover of darkness. As Nyrnn saw these things, she pushed them at the woman, willing her to see them too. The woman jerked under her grasp, and then her arm was pulled free. Nyrnn hoped the woman had seen. She hoped she would care.

      Nyrnn blinked and saw Coriaynn had pulled the younger woman away. She smirked at Nyrnn and then turned to the guards. “Miss Ashall just tried to use her abilities. Arrest her.”

      Arms grabbed Nyrnn from behind as they yanked her to her feet, and a null stone was hung roughly around her neck. She felt her abilities disappear, grateful for the relief even as she felt confused. What had she done? And then she looked around the room and saw that Robern was being held back by two guards as Osoric wiped blood from his face. Nyrnn looked up in the stands and saw her friends, each with a guard close by, Tray’s blue coat ripped at the collar, two guards holding Gryff’s arms pinned behind him.

      “Robern Haedern, your charges have been found to have no merit, and you have brought violence to this chamber. You have brought wynn into this Council who have used their abilities despite being warned. You must leave the premises immediately. Osoric Kynell, you are free to go with the apologies of the Council.”

      Osoric gave a nod to the Speaker and the Council, then he turned and he and the blonde woman walked from the room, disappearing out a door on the far side. The guards holding Robern marched him up the aisle roughly. Once he was out the door, the guards led Nyrnn up the same path, stopping to gather the other wynn as they went.

      Tray reached out, squeezing Nyrnn’s hand. Nyrnn looked at Gryff and he shrugged, his expression neutral.

      “We’ll find another way,” he said quietly.

      Nyrnn bit her lip, fighting to keep herself from crying. This was supposed to work. How had everything gone so wrong?

      Once in the foyer, the guards led them away from the main doors towards the side of the building.

      “I’m sorry,” she said to the others.

      “What are you talking about?” Rhys asked.

      “I thought I could do this. The mind wynn, Coriaynn, she was trying to stop me, and I couldn’t…” Nyrnn was confused. “I don’t understand what happened…”

      “Osoric had that plan from the beginning. Did you see him egging Robern on? He wanted Robern to lose control,” Tray said, her words harsh.

      “It worked,” Rhys responded.

      “Osoric just made it sound like… like…” Nyrnn struggled.

      “Like you made it all up?” Tray suggested.

      Nyrnn nodded.

      “You didn’t, though. You didn’t. We all know that,” Rhys said, squeezing Nyrnn’s arm.

      “If the mind wynn were in on it… the hearing was going this way no matter what you did. Tray’s right. Osoric had a plan,” Gryff said.

      They continued to walk through the hallways, heading farther into the building. The walls were smooth and free of decoration, branching off from time to time to head in other directions. Beyond their group and their escort, the hallways were deserted.

      “Where are we going?” Gryff asked, his voice low.

      “Wait – I recognize you,” Tray said, looking at one of them. “You used to guard Osoric’s lab, right?”

      The guards did not respond, keeping their eyes forward. When they reached another fork in the hallway, the guards all stopped walking. Nyrnn looked in the face of one and he smirked, his eyes familiar.

      “Time to go,” he said.

      Movement caught her eye, and she looked down the hall the way they had come. Her stomach dropped.

      A figure in a black robe was coming towards them.

      Then another.

      Shadowed Ones.
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      Nyrnn felt her stomach drop and her chest constrict as the figures in dark cloaks came down the hall towards them. Three black forms moved with a dark grace, fabric swirling against the stone. For a moment, she felt rooted to the floor, her mind denying the sight. Then she was moving, pulling away from the guards.

      “We need to go,” she said, and her friends were moving, jogging down the hall deeper into the building. Tray grabbed Nord with Nyrnn and Rhys following behind as Gryff took up the rear.

      “What are they doing here?” Tray called back, her long legs propelling her quickly.

      “Shouldn’t we be running towards the guards?” Rhys squeaked.

      Nyrnn looked over the shoulder, but they had turned a corner, hiding the guards from view. “I don’t think they were on our side,” she said, the hair rising on the back of her neck as she saw the Shadowed Ones stride forward with purpose, unrushed, but inevitable in their steps. They needed to get out of here, but the hallways offered no clues as to the exit.

      “Tray, find us a door,” Gryff called out, his hand on Nyrnn’s shoulder, pushing her forward.

      “On it.” Tray ran faster and sped around the next corner. Nyrnn could feel her heart hammering in her chest, but they were able to keep ahead of the Shadowed Ones easily. When they turned the corner they saw Tray testing the doors, pulling on handles, her lock picks already in hand. The hallway they were in led to a dead end. Nyrnn turned to see the Shadowed Ones block the exit. They paused and then started walking forward slowly.

      “Tray…”

      She ran to the door at the end of the hall and gave a pull, then made a surprised sound as it opened, revealing a dark room beyond.

      “Everyone inside,” Gryff called out, and they all ducked into the room. Gryff pulled the door closed and locked it, the click echoing off the walls of the space they were now in.

      Nyrnn could hear the heavy breathing of her friends around her. The room was dark except for a small lantern that lay on the floor near the door. Nyrnn’s eyes were drawn to it, the lantern feeling eerily familiar to her.

      “Why aren’t they trying to get in?” Rhys asked, her voice a whisper, as no knock came at the door.

      In the silence, Nyrnn’s mind began to work. Why were there Shadowed Ones in the hallway of the Order? Why had the guards just stood there? Why hadn’t they sped up? Something wasn’t right. The null stone sat heavy on her chest.

      “They brought us here,” Nyrnn whispered, a shiver running down her spine.

      Light flooded the room, bouncing off the white walls. Nyrnn blinked, seeing the room of her visions suddenly appear before her. It was big, over twenty feet long, with workstations against either wall. She saw maps on one, small stonetych on another. Some held books, and one looked like it had the remains of someone’s lunch. Behind the desks stood a few assistants wearing the white robes of the Order. In the middle of the room the artifact sat on a pedestal, a faint glow coming from the crystals embedded in it.

      Then noise erupted as guards surrounded them. Tray and Gryff reacted, Tray pushing her brother behind her as Gryff attacked the guard in front of the door. Nyrnn was pushed to the side, and when she turned she saw a guard twist Tray’s arm behind her, even as blood seeped from a cut on her lip. The guard beside Gryff was doubled over, clutching his stomach, even as Gryff held up his hands. Nyrnn turned to see him look at Rhys, who had a knife to her throat, held there by Asrayln Giell, the woman with the blonde hair and black bandages that Nyrnn had seen in many memories.

      “Enough,” a firm voice called out as Osoric strode towards them.

      “Gerrin Hayne, Traylana and Nord Cynard, Rhys Wentwear and Nyrnn Ashall. Welcome to the Order of the Golden Eye. I need your help.”

      “Help?” Tray laughed.

      “Yes, Traylana, your help.”

      The wynn looked at each other, confused.

      “Then release us,” Tray replied, her eyes hard, and she spat blood on the floor. Osoric sighed and waved his hand, the guards releasing all but Gryff.

      “Asrayln, enough,” he said. She retracted the knife slowly. Rhys brought a hand to her neck, then looked at the red on it, her eyes wide.

      “Check them for weapons,” Osoric said, and the guards searched them. Nyrnn was surprised to see both Gryff and Tray had small knives on them, and the guards found Tray’s lock picks as well. They placed the items on a nearby workstation.

      The door clicked behind them, and Nyrnn jumped as two women entered with the guards that had been escorting them. The women were wearing black cloaks with the hoods down. They smiled at each other as they passed the group, leaving their cloaks on a workstation, revealing white assistant robes underneath. Not Shadowed Ones. Nyrnn’s hand flew to the null stone around her neck. They had been tricked.

      “I don’t understand.” Nyrnn shook her head. “You just… the hearing…”

      “Ah, yes. Well, you all probably saw which way that was going. Robern was never going to make his case. That would mean our work here would go public. I should have realized Vergahn would never let that happen.” He looked away, his mouth in a line. “But this will work just as well, I suppose.” Osoric’s words were careful and polite. Despite the guards that surrounded them, he was not threatening. Nyrnn started to pull off her null stone, wanting to know the truth behind his words.

      A hand stopped her, and Nyrnn saw the black bandages up close, Asrayln preventing her from removing the stone. As the woman grabbed Nyrnn, Gryff went into action, catching a thumb under the rope that held his null stone, and throwing it off. Nyrnn felt electricity in the air as she watched Gryff turn and punch the guard closest, the man falling to the ground as Gryff spun and tripped the second one. A third guard had a black baton in hand, and he used it to hit Gryff on the back, then kicked out the back of his knees. As Gryff fought for balance, the guards regrouped, grabbing his arms, the null stone forced back around his neck.

      The fight was over quickly. The speed at which Gryff moved, the way he had placed his hits with such precision, flowing from one spot to the other, Nyrnn knew she was seeing Gerrin Hayne. Sweat dotted his forehead as his eyes glared at Osoric. His fighting abilities were impressive, evidence of his training and skill, but not enough to even the odds. The way the air had changed, Gryff had been gathering his power. He would have been able to take them all out. The feeling left goosebumps on Nyrnn’s arms.

      “I don’t think so,” Osoric said calmly. “I know who you are and what you can do. I am prepared. I suggest you calm down and listen to what I have to say. If you can’t do that, I can have you removed from the room and have the conversation without you. It’s your choice.”

      Gryff glared, a deep sound coming from his throat.

      “Lovely. I always wondered what Hayne the Destroyer might be like.” Osoric’s tone was light, as if he were talking about a troubled child. “I apologize for this,” he said, nodding at the guards, and Nyrnn watched them tie Tray and Gryff’s arms behind them. “I assure you, this is just a precaution.” He turned his attention to the others.

      “I must insist that you keep your null stones on for now, so that you will hear me out.” He turned to Asrayln. “Except for the heart wynn. Nyrnn, you can confirm that I am telling the truth.”

      Nyrnn pulled the null stone from around her neck and handed it to Asrayln. Then she took a hesitant step, moving out of the null fields of her friends.

      At once, the mantle of emotion settled on her shoulders, not as heavy as in the hearing chamber, but noticeable. At first, she felt the fear of her friends mix with her own, a pressure on her chest that caused her heart to speed up as she fought to keep her breathing even. She was tired, feeling fatigue from the hearing, her movements more sluggish. She closed her eyes, holding a palm over her heart, and saw the glowing light. With a few calming breaths, her shield was in place, and she felt her fears lessen.

      “Remarkable,” Osoric said, cocking his head to the side. “You’ve taught yourself well.” Nyrnn blushed, feeling ridiculous. This man was the enemy. Probably. But now, without the null stone, she could feel his curiosity and sincerity as he talked to her. He was telling the truth.

      “Robern had some of the story right, although most of it was wrong. The Shadowed Ones are not monsters, and I am not trying to destroy Nubrai. Quite the opposite.” His steely eyes met Nyrnn’s, his emotions matching his words.

      “He’s telling the truth,” she said.

      He gave a little nod, then turned and gestured for them to follow. He walked across the room to the artifact, the guards following behind, their attention on Gryff. Nyrnn thought she saw Nord grab something from the desk, and then his hands were back at his side as if nothing had happened.

      The assistants stayed at their desks, watching them, a few whispering to each other. Of the six assistants, they all looked slight, the bodies of academics rather than soldiers. But the guards were another story. A few wore fire wynn pins, and they all looked well trained and well armed, most carrying batons and knives.

      Her eyes landed on the artifact. It was smaller than she had expected, around the size of two loaves of bread, one side longer than the other. From here it was clear that it had the shape of a capstone, with marks on the sides where it would have fit into an archway. It sat upside down, the longer side facing the floor, its surface covered in intricate glyphs and crystals. Could this be what turned people into Shadowed Ones?

      For a moment, she felt as if it were just her and the capstone in the room. She had never seen stonetych so complex before, the number of glyphs and gemstones far outnumbering anything she had seen. Well, except for the pillars. Whatever this did, it was more powerful than the stonetych they used everyday. Her curiosity moved her hand, and she took a step forward, hand lifting, wondering if the stone felt as smooth as it looked.

      “Nyrnn?” Rhys’ voice brought her back to the present.

      Nyrnn shook her head, clearing it. “It’s weird seeing it – actually seeing it.”

      Rhys nodded, her eyes running over the glyphs.

      Osoric cleared his throat, getting their attention. “This artifact was retrieved from the mainland. It creates the Shadowed Ones, as they have come to be known. The Shadowed Ones are not monsters, they are volunteers. They were my assistants who chose to use the artifact, some of whom are in this room.”

      Nyrnn whipped her head around, seeing her friends do the same. The assistants who had looked harmless before now quietly raised their hands. Nyrnn saw Asrayln raise hers.

      “The stonetych in Nubrai is failing. The pillars are failing. The people who had this artifact told us that it could make a person into any kind of wynn we needed, including kinds we do not have in Nubrai. It could make a person into an architect who could create stonetych. Who could create new defences and keep Nubrai safe.”

      Nyrnn watched Osoric. They knew about the stonetych, but the idea of creating wynn? How could that be possible? One was born wynn, not made. Creating stonetych was Gall’or’s ability, and no wynn had ever been able to do that. Yet Osoric was sincere.

      Osoric looked to Gryff. “Without the pillars, how long do you think Nubrai will be safe?”

      “Not long,” Gryff admitted.

      “And what will happen?”

      “Nubrai will fall. Invaders will come for the stonetych and for the wynn.”

      “Exactly. A lot is at stake.”

      Tray shook her head. “What do the Shadowed Ones have to do with this?”

      “Ah, excellent question, Miss Cynard. Unfortunately, the people who had this artifact disappeared, and there were few instructions. Asrayln was the first volunteer. The stonetych transformed her, but not as we expected. While the assistants could become a version of a mind wynn or fire wynn, it came at great cost. We have been working on finding a solution.”

      “So, you found out it creates monsters, so you created more and then you figured you would release them on the public?” Tray said accusingly. Nyrnn could feel the response from the room, a feeling of shame and anger.

      “We are not monsters,” Asrayln said, her voice harsh.

      Osoric looked at Asrayln, and Nyrnn could feel his respect. “The artifact altered the volunteers into a form where they can collect energy. This energy can then recharge certain stonetych, making it work again, for a time. These ‘monsters’ have been keeping Nubrai safe by recharging the pillars. However, the volunteers are stuck, their bodies cycling in and out of the Shadowed state. And the energy, it must be harvested from living people.”

      “Collecting energy…” Nyrnn thought of the visions, of feeling the anger and pressure when a patient was attacked. “You’re ripping it out of people. You’re killing them. You’re leaving them empty,” she said, feeling sick.

      “Without the pillars, Nubrai will fall. To save Nubrai, some must pay the cost. If the people knew, don’t you think they would volunteer?”

      Nyrnn shook her head, turning to her friends. Tray was skeptical, Rhys still staring at the artifact, looking as if she were barely listening. She met Gryff’s gaze. His mouth was in a line.

      Nyrnn closed her eyes and saw dozens of Shadowed Ones, floating down alleyways, sliding down the streets, terrifying their victims before attacking. She saw her aunt dancing around the sitting room, her last moments. She opened her eyes.

      “Maybe you’re right, maybe they would volunteer. But you didn’t ask them. You decided.” She looked at Asrayln. “When you came for my aunt, when you targeted her, you didn’t ask her permission. You didn’t ask her to make a sacrifice. You took away her life.”

      Asrayln met Nyrnn’s gaze, unflinching.

      “L’lor Lashriael was a mistake,” Osoric said.

      Nyrnn shook her head. “I saw you. I saw Cal’in. You knocked.” As she said it, the words felt right. Shadowed Ones were anger and fire, they pounded on doors, demanded entry. But that night the knock had been restrained. The knock of a neighbour. And L’lor had answered it, unsuspecting. She had recognized Asrayln.

      Osoric looked pained. “That was in the beginning, we didn’t understand the Shadowed state as we do now. After the first few attempts, we learned that certain people were more vulnerable, more likely to die. So Cal’in and I were experimenting with different control methods. That night Cal’in had directed Asrayln, as we had theorized that their connection would enable him to control her actions. But Asrayln veered off course, driven by the anger of the Shadowed state to seek out your aunt. When we realized what was happening, I asked a neighbour if L’lor was home. They told me she was at the Harvest Festival. I knocked on the door, thinking when no one answered Asrayln would be satisfied.

      “The experiment failed. Afterwards we found better ways of control, often pairing Shadowed Ones together, and keeping them away from anyone they know.”

      Nyrnn’s head spun. “Why my aunt?”

      Osoric looked at Asrayln, but she reminded silent. He sighed. “L’lor wanted Asrayln to work for her at the Purple Rose Academy. Asrayln couldn’t as she was already a Shadowed One, but L’lor kept pushing, convinced there was something wrong with Asrayln’s refusal. She had convinced Noarn Sidell, one of the members of the Council, to set up a meeting to discuss Asrayln’s work in my lab.” Osoric shrugged. “In the Shadowed state a person reacts differently, processes the world differently, and they don’t remember what happened after they return to normal. Perhaps she saw L’lor as a threat.”

      Or perhaps you did, Nyrnn thought to herself. “How do you choose? How do you decide who to sacrifice?”

      “Choose? What would be fair? We aim to target those who are most likely to survive the experience. You’ve shown us that the patients are still in there, that there is hope they could be healed. Beyond that, it is a lottery, people selected because they are likely to survive and unlikely to lead back to this lab. How would you choose?”

      “I wouldn’t!”

      “Then you would let Nubrai fall.” His gaze was hard. He turned and looked at them all. “You who were lucky to be born here think that Nubrai will find a way. It won’t. The enemies are at the gates and they are determined! If you love Nubrai, you will do whatever needs to be done to keep it safe.” Osoric paused, and she could feel his anger, his determination. She felt him pull it inwards, controlled, burning only as he allowed it.

      “You have judged our actions as wrong. So be it. There is a better way, and that’s why I need your help.” He pointed to the artifact. “I have worked with this capstone for almost two decades. For over ten years, I have been trying to get it to work as was promised. New information from the ruins where it was retrieved has provided answers – a wynn needs to charge the artifact. Any wynn should be able to do it. Once it is charged, it should work properly, allowing us to choose the wynn power it bestows. Once we have an architect, we will no longer need the energy of the citizens. We can build new defences and keep Nubrai safe.”

      “You need a wynn… you planned this,” Nyrnn said.

      Osoric nodded. “I work with what I have. I would prefer to make the request publicly, but here we are. You want to stop the Shadowed Ones – this is your chance. Charge the artifact.”

      Nyrnn shook her head, putting the pieces together. Osoric visiting Robern in the guard tower, reminding Robern of the old conflict between them. Then the hearing, the guards, the fake Shadowed Ones… all to get them in this room.

      “You… you knew which patients we wanted. You knew we would never have the right evidence…”

      Osoric shook his head, the movement fast. “That was not me. I had hoped that you would make my work public,” he sighed. “But I will work with what I have.”

      “So…” Tray said, drawing out the word. “You want to turn one of us into a monster? Not gonna happen.”

      “We are not monsters!” one assistant yelled. Then more voices joined in, all talking at once. Tray mocked the assistants as Rhys tried to stop her. The assistants defended themselves and their actions. Nyrnn could feel the fear and uncertainty in her friends. She could feel Osoric’s anger and frustration. In the background, the assistants’ anger pushed against her.

      Nyrnn was tired. The hearing had been hard. She had read patients while an audience watched and judged her. She had listened to Osoric tear her down, giving voice to her worst thoughts about herself. She had been chased through the Order and then discovered that, yet again, she had been manipulated by someone who claimed they had a greater purpose. Now this man wanted someone to charge this mysterious piece of stonetych.

      No. It was enough. Nyrnn felt a fire of her own light in her stomach. As it burned, it gave her energy. She closed her eyes and reached out for more, using the anger in the room to push away her fatigue. These people were angry about what they had lost. But they were not the only ones.

      And as if in response to her call, Nyrnn felt the fire in her stomach explode, pushing, pressing, insisting that she act. Sweat rolled down the back of her neck as she went from driver to mere passenger, unable to regain control. She tried to open her eyes, but she couldn’t. The anger wrapped around her, filling her up, as she tried to release it. And then more anger, anger that she recognized, flowed to her from the back of the room, a presence that she had woken up.

      Nyrnn heard herself cry out, lost and angry and afraid. She saw black at the edges of her vision as she felt her knees buckle, her body falling to the floor.

      Please, she begged.

      Then there was an arm around her, helping her to sit, and a familiar leather coat. “What did you do?” Cal’in said.

      “I’m not doing anything,” Asrayln responded, hurt in her voice.

      “Nyrnn?”

      She blinked and saw her reflection in his glasses as he leaned close to her. For a moment she was back in the dorm, Cal’in helping her recover after a session, and she felt safe.

      “She did it to herself,” Asrayln explained. “She doesn’t know how to use her abilities.”

      Nyrnn shook her head, remembering the last time she had seen him. Fear constricted her chest as she tried to push out of his arms. Cal’in’s glasses slipped down his nose as he held tight.

      “I can help,” Cal’in said.

      “No.” Gryff’s voice was hard, and then his body was between her and Cal’in, his arms still restrained.

      “She’s about to pass out.” Cal’in’s voice was cool. “I can help her.”

      “She’s fine,” Gryff said. Close to Gryff, Nyrnn was enveloped by his null field. Her head cleared, the anger gone, leaving just an acrid taste in her mouth. She took a few breaths, steadying herself. He met her eyes, shielding her from the rest of the room.

      “Are you okay?” he asked quietly.

      “I think that was my fault,” Nyrnn said, blushing.

      “That’s okay.”

      Nyrnn leaned on Gryff as she took a few deep breaths.

      She saw one guard was on the floor, Osoric waving for him to stand down.

      Nyrnn turned to look at Cal’in. He watched her, but seemed satisfied, and stood, stepping to stand beside Asrayln.

      She shook her head, clearing it. Before, when the emotions of others had affected her, it had been slower, and she had been able to raise some defences. This time it had been instant, reminding her of how it had felt at the shed. She could feel all the Shadowed Ones. She shivered.

      “That was exciting,” Osoric said dryly. He turned to Cal’in. “Anything interesting happening upstairs?”

      “Your absence has been noted. Our friend is causing quite the commotion.”

      Osoric sighed and looked at the wynn. “I have to take care of this. I need a wynn to charge the artifact. If one of you does this, we will be able to make it work properly. No more Shadowed Ones. No more attacks. And we can keep Nubrai safe. Think about what I said.” He motioned to the guards. “Take them to the rooms for now, and make sure they are in a null field.”

      Nyrnn felt her arms pinned from behind as a guard pulled her to her feet and pushed her towards the back of the room.
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      The guards led them through the steel door at the back of the room and into a dimly lit hallway. Nyrnn recognized the dark stone and the bars. This is what she had seen in Bea’s memory during the hearing. As they walked towards the space, Nyrnn knew what they would find, the anger getting louder with each step. This is where the rest of the Shadowed Ones were. Then a guard put a null stone back around her neck and Nyrnn felt nothing but her own fear.

      The hallway stretched the length of the white room. The cells were small, containing just a simple cot. They looked like they had once been study alcoves, turned to a darker purpose after the artifact came to the Order. Most of the cells were occupied, their inhabitants huddled beneath blankets, hiding from the noise.

      The guards stopped at the last few cells and Nyrnn saw that null stones had been hung outside of each. Osoric was prepared for them. The guards opened doors, motioning them each to get inside. Nyrnn paused, looking down the line at her friends. Rhys was holding a hand to the cut on her neck, her eyes wild. Tray glared at the guard, daring him to push her. Nord slipped into his room, his expression easy, the only one seemingly untouched by what was happening. Then she looked at Gryff and saw that he was limping. He nodded at her and then entered his cell. Nyrnn walked through the bars and turned, the guard sliding the lock shut behind her.

      Hearing commotion at the entrance, Nyrnn turned and looked through her bars to see Asrayln holding a knife on Cal’in, pushing him forward.

      “This is ridiculous,” he said.

      “Just get in the cell.”

      “You don’t have to do this.” He turned to face her.

      She raised the knife. “Nothing else can go wrong.”

      “This is unnecessary. I have my orders.”

      She pushed him, and he took a step back, grimacing as he entered the null field and the cell. “But only you know what those are,” she said. Asrayln grabbed the bars and slid the door into place. “This time you get to be the one that’s trapped.”

      Cal’in went to grab her hand, but she pulled away. Then Asrayln turned and left, the guards following. Only two remained at the doorway, seemingly unconcerned that they would find a way to free themselves.

      Nyrnn could hear shuffling coming from the cells, but otherwise the hall was silent. She thought about what Osoric had said. He believed in his words, but was he right? Could a wynn charge the artifact without turning into a Shadowed One themselves? And would that save Nubrai?

      “Cal’in – what the hell!?” Tray said, cutting through the silence.

      “He won’t do anything,” Cal’in replied, his tone calm.

      “Won’t do anything? We’re locked in cages with Shadowed Ones!” Tray yelled.

      “Osoric can be extreme, but he has limits. He can’t hurt you. You can volunteer or not. He must abide by your wishes.”

      “Asrayln looks pretty hurt to me. The people locked in here look pretty hurt!” Tray shot back.

      “She… Asrayln made her choice,” he said.

      “Whatever, it’s not like we can trust you,” Tray muttered, and then Nyrnn heard her slide down the wall to the floor. Nyrnn walked to the wall she shared with Cal’in, placing a hand on it, wishing she could tell what he was feeling. He had helped her before, and despite everything, she didn’t believe he wanted to harm them.

      “Cal’in, what’s going on?” she asked. He didn’t respond, and she waited, counting her breaths. “You were there the night my aunt was attacked,” she said. “You wanted to stop Asrayln. You’ve been trying to protect me this entire time. You feel guilty about what she has done.”

      Cal’in sighed. “Asrayln was the first volunteer. As soon as Osoric said it would help save Nubrai, she insisted she needed to be the one. She feels every loss, but she does it anyway, because she knows it’s the only option.” Cal’in’s voice was quiet, and Nyrnn had to focus to catch the words.

      “After she became a Shadowed One, Osoric tried again and again, changing which glyphs they would use. Every time the same thing happened and another assistant became a Shadowed One. At first they were kept in the cells, trapped. Then one night some Shadowed Ones got into the lab somehow. I… tried to stop them, but several assistants were attacked.”

      “Orym,” Nyrnn said quietly.

      Cal’in paused for a moment. “Yes. Osoric witnessed the attack and theorized the Shadowed Ones were collecting energy. After a few experiments, he found they could recharge stonetych. Since then, he has been trying to minimize the harm caused as he continues to search for the correct way to use the artifact.”

      “Do you believe it could work?” Nyrnn asked.

      “I’m not sure. But Osoric believes it,” Cal’in responded. Then his voice changed, and he sounded tired. “Nyrnn… I’m sorry. About everything.”

      Her feelings wrestled with one another. Cal’in had helped her and he had betrayed her. But now he was locked in the cells with them – whose side was he on?

      But maybe it didn’t matter.

      Nyrnn had been subjected to the healing pods and the null stone without her consent. She wasn’t going to be forced to charge an artifact that had made people into Shadowed Ones, because maybe it might save everyone. She just needed to find a way out.

      She scanned her cell as she removed the null stone from around her neck. Peeking down the hallway, she saw the guards were facing the white room. She coughed to disguise the noise and stuck her hand through the bars and rolled the stone down the hall away from them. It came to a stop in the dirt and darkness.

      Next, Nyrnn looked up at the null stone hung outside her cell. She reached her arms through the bars, trying to grab it, but her fingers only reached the wall a few feet beneath it. Still determined, she walked around the cell, testing if there was anywhere the null field did not reach.

      “Rhys, what do you think about the artifact? Is Osoric right about what it does?” Nyrnn called out, using her voice to cover the sounds of her footsteps.

      “Uh,” she heard Rhys reply. “He could be right. I… I don’t know much about the Xuntwin. If they did create stonetych, then maybe this is how they did it. But if you need stonetych to create wynn who can create stonetych, who created the artifact? How did it start? Nothing in what I’ve read talks about Gall’or or Tetwynn creating something like this. But if it did work… to create stonetych… ” Nyrnn could hear awe in her friend’s voice.

      “Why would it create Shadowed Ones? Is it a malfunction? Is that possible?” Nyrnn picked up the edge of her thin mattress and ran her fingers along the seams, searching for anything. So far, she had only located dirt.

      “It’s rare. There have been cases where a heat stone has killed the user, sometimes glow stones will explode. The artifact was taken from ruins on the mainland. Perhaps it was supposed to work with other glyphs… there are so many unknowns. Maybe the Shadowed Ones are halfway to what they are supposed to be.”

      “What do you think will happen if one of us touches it?”

      “If the artifact is broken, it might make us into Shadowed Ones too. If Osoric was simply using it improperly, and this is the proper use… maybe it will work? I don’t know. I got a look at some of the glyphs. We don’t have a translation for any of them, but I recognized some of the patterns. Some of it looks similar to what is on the null stones.” She paused, and Nyrnn continued to search her cell. “I’m sorry I can’t be of more help.”

      “Well, I’m not charging it,” Tray said, her voice loud from the cell beside Nyrnn. “And if anyone touches Nord, that will be the last thing they do.”

      “I’m not sure what choice we have,” Nyrnn said, finally sitting down on the mattress. The cell was designed to keep Shadowed Ones in. She wasn’t going to force her way out.

      “I’ll volunteer,” Gryff said.

      “What?” Tray barked.

      “I can’t do anything in here. I’ll volunteer.”

      Cal’in laughed, the sound forced. “Nice try, big guy, but it won’t work. Osoric won’t touch you, you’re far too valuable to the Chosen. He won’t let me do it either. But he was telling the truth, he’s looking for a volunteer. If you refuse, he will have to let you go.”

      Again silence descended on the cells. Nyrnn looked at her hands, feeling hopeless. She agreed with Tray that she didn’t want to charge the artifact, but she also wanted to protect Nubrai. If neither Cal’in nor Gryff could volunteer… it would have to be her, she realized. Neither Rhys nor Nord could use their abilities, and Tray had little practice with hers. She was the best option. Maybe she could use that.

      “Tray, remember when Namiga told me to go to Shimmerview?”

      There was a pause.

      “Yeah.”

      “I think she wanted me to accept who I was. What I was. You know?”

      Another pause. “Yeah.”

      “Every good plan needs a distraction,” Nyrnn said.

      Tray laughed.

      Then the group went silent. Nyrnn could hear the guards shuffle, close enough to listen to their conversation. There were soft voices in the other room, the assistants chatting with one another, but it did not sound like Osoric had returned.

      She peeked through the bars and down towards where Tray’s cell was, hoping her friend had understood. Hoping she had freed herself from the restraints. Hoping.

      Finally, she saw a skinny arm slide through the bars, a null stone in hand, sending it rolling along the hall where it bumped up against Nyrnn’s in among the dust and shadows. Then it retracted, reappearing a moment later with a strange stick. It was made from a bit of the fabric from the mattress and some cording from Tray’s blue coat, as well as the twine that had been used to tie Tray’s hands. Nyrnn smiled, realizing that Tray had been working towards this goal since the cell doors had been locked.

      Nyrnn looked between the guards and Tray’s arm, monitoring her friend’s progress. The arm twitched, angling the stick towards the null stone. It was just a few inches away. Nyrnn watched, biting her lip.

      A guard shuffled, turning to look down the hallway. Nyrnn’s chest constricted. She stuck her hand through the bars and waved at the guard, bringing his eyes to her.

      “What?” he asked.

      “I’m ready to talk to Osoric. I want to hear more.”

      “What?” Several voices came at once. Nyrnn could not distinguish between them.

      “If this is the only way to stop the Shadowed Ones, I have to do something,” she said, keeping the guard’s eyes on her. “Please.”

      “What are you doing?” Rhys called out, and Nyrnn heard a large body connect with the bars of one of the cells.

      “Saving Starfall.”

      Nyrnn glanced down the hall and saw that the null stone outside of Tray’s cell was gone, and she thought the shadows around her null stone had grown. Good. Tray could figure it out, Nyrnn just needed to buy them some time. The guard approached her cell and unlocked it.

      “Good choice,” he said. Nyrnn stepped out, chin up, meeting the guard’s gaze.

      It was all about proximity.

      The guard went to take Nyrnn’s arm, and she stepped backwards.

      “Hey,” he said.

      Nyrnn looked through the bars of Tray’s cell, meeting her friend’s sharp green eyes, as the null field dissipated.

      Get Gryff’s null stone, she thought as clearly as she could. I will buy us time.

      Tray nodded.

      Then Nyrnn stepped forward and grabbed the guard’s arm. She looked over her shoulder, remembering Nord taking something from the table. She hoped it had been the lock picks. But it was too late. The guard pulled her forward and down the hall. She would have to trust that she had done enough.

      

      The guard escorted Nyrnn back into the white room and she could feel the emotions of the assistants again. They were calmer than before, although anxiety sparked around the edges. Their uncertainty mirrored her own. They comforted one another, standing by their workstations, and turning to stare at Nyrnn as she walked to the centre of the room towards Asrayln.

      In Osoric’s absence, it was clear that the blonde woman was in charge. Was this because she had been the first to volunteer? Asrayln had pushed up her sleeves, revealing the black bandages beneath. From close up, Nyrnn could see they were new. They reminded her of a story Vera had told her of a young boy in Shimmerview whose father had drowned trying to save him. The boy had come to the temple because he would repeatedly cut himself, something he had done less and less after Vera had fed him soup and chatted with him about the town.

      “You’ll have to wait until Osoric returns,” Asrayln said, eyes narrowed as she looked at Nyrnn.

      “It must be hard hunting citizens in order to save them,” Nyrnn said.

      “Saving Nubrai is worth it,” Asrayln replied. Nyrnn could feel the guilt that mixed with frustration and doubt.

      Nyrnn looked around, glancing over her shoulder. She needed to keep their attention on her, but now that she was here, she wasn’t sure how to do it. They either hadn’t noticed, or didn’t care, that her null stone was gone. She opened her awareness, focusing on Asrayln, letting her body mirror the emotions in the other woman.

      “You love Nubrai,” Nyrnn said.

      Asrayln nodded, surprised by the change in topic. “I’ve heard about life on the mainland, in Draihan and Midel. Their lives are hard, they imprison their wynn. They fight wars with each other. I don’t want that for Nubrai.”

      Nyrnn could feel the sadness there. A memory. But she was too tired and Asrayln was too far away for her to get more.

      “Why did you volunteer?” Nyrnn asked instead.

      “When you have an opportunity to do the right thing, you must step up,” Asrayln said, then shook her head lightly. “My father always told me that.”

      Nyrnn could feel Asrayln relaxing. “Wise words. My father always said we each needed to do our part for Nubrai,” Nyrnn said, forming a connection with Asrayln. Nyrnn felt her heartbeat slow, and she wondered if she might get Asrayln to release them.

      Then the door opened, and Osoric entered the room. “Ah, the heart wynn, I thought it would be you.” Nyrnn’s heart plummeted as two guards entered after him with Robern, his mouth gagged and his hands bound behind him. His eyes were wild as he looked around the room, and he struggled against his bonds. One guard with a fire wynn pin put a hand on his shoulder and then Robern slumped, awake, but exhausted.

      The emotion in the room shifted, confusion and anxiety becoming louder, the assistants looking to one another in confusion. Asrayln’s mouth was in a line, but she said nothing.

      “What are you doing?” Nyrnn asked.

      “He was causing a scene. I figured since he so desperately wanted to know what was going on with the Shadowed Ones, he might as well join us.” Osoric sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose.

      “You said… you wanted volunteers…” Nyrnn said as a guard grabbed her arm, preventing her from moving to Robern.

      “I do. Robern was causing a problem, but perhaps he can now provide the solution.”

      Nyrnn could feel sweat drip down her back. With Robern in the room, the stakes had risen yet again and she wasn’t sure how long she could distract Osoric.

      “I want to hear more about the artifact,” Nyrnn said, her voice uncertain, eyes moving between the two men.

      Osoric looked to Robern. “She wants to hear more – she’s stalling. Is this your teaching, Robern?” He shook his head. “No, you were always direct. I liked that about you. So, for your sake, I will be direct as well.” He motioned to Asrayln. “The artifact turns any non-wynn into a Shadowed One. In the Shadowed state, they can collect energy. Once they release that energy into the pillars, they will often revert to a version of their previous self for a week or so. At any time, a Shadowed One can speed up the process by using the artifact.”

      Asrayln stepped towards the capstone, then reached out, finding a crystal she was familiar with, and placed her hand on it. The crystal glowed with a weak red light, and Nyrnn watched, unable to look away.

      “By using the artifact in this way, we have been able to keep the defences of Nubrai working, but it is a dangerous process. Becoming a Shadowed One means losing yourself in a nightmare, and taking energy from innocents,” Osoric said, sounding tired. “With your help, we can end this.”

      The transformation was not what Nyrnn had expected. Despite all the times Nyrnn had gone into the memories of others, she had seen nothing but the barest of outlines beneath the characteristic hood of the Shadowed Ones. They had always seemed inhuman because of those cloaks.

      Asrayln had no cloak to hide behind.

      As her hand connected with the gemstone, it was as if a wave rippled through her body. Nyrnn felt something shift, something tear away, as she watched the complicated emotions of the strange woman solidify, becoming just one. Anger. Her face contorted in pain, and yet she made no sound. Nyrnn looked around, and saw the other assistants watching, and she could see how they respected Asrayln. They felt her sacrifice.

      The look of pain and suffering remained etched on Asrayln’s face, but Nyrnn was drawn to her eyes. They were milky white; the iris hidden. Gone. And they looked around at nothing. The eyes of a patient, but beneath the surface, it was all fire. Nyrnn took a step back.

      Osoric gestured to Asrayln. “The Shadowed Ones spend most of their time in this room and the cells beyond. They are not rabid animals seeking prey. Asrayln is still in control in her altered state – but she is trapped in anger and pain.” Nyrnn nodded slowly, eyes drawn back to Asrayln. “If you charge the artifact, you can save the people of Nubrai and free the Shadowed Ones.”

      Osoric turned to Nyrnn, meeting her eyes. “Wouldn’t it be nice to be the one doing the saving this time? In the histories of Nubrai, it says that Tetwynn created the heart wynn so that we would never forget who we truly are.” He scoffed. “Not your fault that it is more a curse than an ability. But you can change that.”

      Osoric gestured at his assistants. “In this room you are feeling what? The assistants. Their anxiety. Their fear. Their hope. They want to be free.” And as he drew her attention to them, Nyrnn felt herself reach out unconsciously, identifying their feelings, becoming their feelings.

      “Some of the volunteers couldn’t live with what they had become. And so some choose to never be aware.” He nodded toward the back room. “Some decided to end their lives. They were weak.”

      Nyrnn could feel their despair. She blinked, focusing. She needed to buy more time. Gryff could get her out of this.

      “Weakness in some makes us all worse off. But you know this.”

      Nyrnn pushed back. “Some people just need help,” she said, and she could feel the headache returning from earlier, throbbing at the back of her head.

      “Did you know that after you were attacked, your mother became convinced she could find a way to heal you? She went to the mainland and spoke with the people there, spending years gaining their trust, all in the hope that they could lead her to some yet undiscovered healing stonetych. She went on mission after mission, all to help you, her weak, sick daughter. How did that work out?”

      Nyrnn shook her head. “You’re lying.”

      “You know I’m not. Malia worked for the Chosen, bringing back artifacts for the Order. After your attack, she put in a request to go on more expeditions. The Order supported her. She was very good. She was driven. Passionate. Desperate. It is not a stretch to say that she was motivated to do so because she wanted to help her sister and daughter.”

      Nyrnn didn’t know what to say.

      “Malia sacrificed for Nubrai, for you. Now you could do the same. Take a risk and help Nubrai the way others have helped you.”

      Nyrnn knew what Osoric was doing – he was trying to manipulate her. But it didn’t make the words hurt less. He believed what he was saying, and it might be true. He wanted her to feel guilty for her mother’s death. But this wasn’t new. Nyrnn had felt guilty before. Guilty for the extra help she needed, the way her father and sister had cared for her, put their own lives on hold.

      But she hadn’t chosen to be weak. If Osoric was right… her mother’s death… maybe it was one more loss that belonged with the Shadowed Ones. With Osoric. She reached out for some of the anger in the room and let it light a fire in her belly, even as she kept her face neutral.

      “And what if it doesn’t work?” she asked.

      “Then we will try something else.”

      Nyrnn glanced at the door, then at Robern, tensing her muscles. Where was Gryff?

      Osoric followed her gaze, his eyes narrowing. “This is the next thing we have to try, Nyrnn. I saw you use your abilities in the hearing room. You can do this.” He pointed to two crystals on either side of the capstone. “You said you had seen a Shadowed One charge a pillar in your vision. This is the same. Just concentrate your energy, then release it into the stone by placing your hands here.”

      Nyrnn looked at the artifact. She wondered if the assistants would have volunteered if they knew what they did now. If they knew what they were risking.

      A small voice asked: What if this did fix everything? Save Nubrai? Keep everyone safe?

      “You don’t know what will happen,” Nyrnn said, her options running out.

      Osoric sighed. He nodded to the guards, and they pulled the steel door shut, a lock clicking in place. Nyrnn’s stomach plummeted.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Ensuring we are undisturbed and providing a little motivation.” One guard grabbed Robern’s arm and forced him to his feet. “I said you have a choice, and you do, but I’m afraid it’s not a great choice. I wanted to do this differently, but alas, we do not always get what we wish. We are out of time and I have a city to save.”

      “You always wanted it to end like this,” Nyrnn said, her chest constricting as she looked around the room, searching for help. “The guard that let us go at the infirmary, that was you. The lies during the hearing, the mind wynn, you have been setting us up from the start.”

      “The infirmary? The mind wynn? I’m afraid you are giving me credit I don’t deserve. I wanted Robern to bring charges so that my work could finally become public.”

      “Why would you want that?”

      “To be a hero, people have to see what you are fighting!” Osoric’s eyes glinted, his voice harsh. “I am saving Nubrai. I should not have to hide. I should not have to beg. Starfall should be thanking me.”

      Nyrnn took a step back.

      Osoric shook his head. “Many forces are at work here, forces that do not want anyone to know the danger we face. I will save Nubrai. You simply have to decide if you are going to help me.”

      He motioned, and Asrayln stepped forward.

      Robern cursed, the words muffled, although his intent was clear.

      Osoric looked at him. “Yes, you are in a difficult spot. I’m not sure what is going to happen in the next few minutes, so I want to give you a gift, although I’m not sure you will take it. Tassian was not killed by the Shadowed Ones. I know the name of every victim, and he is not one of them. If you want to find his killer, you will have to keep looking.”

      Robern’s eyes went wide, and he shook his head, denial clear.

      “Ah, well, I tried.” Osoric shrugged. “Nyrnn, you have a choice. Asrayln is going to attack Robern unless you charge the stone. After Robern, we will bring your friends out here.”

      Nyrnn’s guard released her arm and backed away. She ran to Robern as his guards did the same, clearly wanting to keep a distance from Asrayln. Nyrnn pulled on his arm, and Robern responded, although his movements were slow as he continued to feel the fatigue. But as she looked around the room, there was nowhere to go, guards standing at the doors. Nyrnn looked at Asrayln, feeling her anger and desperation push against her in waves, obscuring the emotions of the others in the room.

      “Charge the artifact, Nyrnn. Choose to help. You have three friends with useless wynn abilities. Three reasons to work with me, rather than against me. You, better than anyone, know what happens when a Shadowed One attacks someone.”

      Asrayln took a step, coming closer to Robern. She took another.

      “Nyrnn?” Osoric said.

      Her friends were behind a steel door. Robern was barely standing. No one was coming to help her. This was it. Nyrnn was alone.

      She looked at the artifact. Maybe it would be okay. Maybe she would touch it and nothing would happen. Maybe it would turn her into a Shadowed One.

      What if it made her into something worse than a Shadowed One?

      What choice did she have?

      What could she do?

      Nyrnn watched Asrayln cross the floor, getting closer and closer. Robern glared at Osoric, but she could also feel his panic. This man who had found her and brought her to Starfall. Who had kept her safe.

      She thought of something. Probably a bad idea.

      Nyrnn met Robern’s eyes and gave him a nod. Then she turned and walked forward, putting herself between Asrayln and him. Asrayln made to step around Nyrnn.

      Nyrnn reached out and grabbed Asrayln’s hand.

      Everything went white.
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      The white was cold and hard and it pushed at Nyrnn from all sides. It was made of anger. Anger at Nyrnn. Anger at Osoric. At Cal’in. At the artifact. And while the anger was destructive, it was heat and life in this place of cold. Nyrnn looked down and saw her own hands, her own body. She took a deep breath to calm her racing heart.

      Asrayln? Nyrnn called out. Her voice seemed to come from everywhere at once. She did not see a shard and she appeared to be alone. Was she already stuck in her own echo state? Was she still in the white room? Had seconds passed or days? Years? She pushed these thoughts aside. She came here to talk to Asrayln and she was determined to do so.

      Nyrnn searched her memories, hoping to use them to communicate. She saw herself on the porch with her family, the memory she had used with Nord. As she called on it, the images came forward easily and Nyrnn felt a hitch in her heart as she saw her mother sitting close by. Nyrnn focused on the details and built the scene bit by bit, making it solid, more solid than the light. When she was done, it hung there for a moment, and then dissipated.

      She felt the pressure increase, the anger acid in her stomach. Bad idea.

      She tried a different approach. She imagined the white room, recreating the workstations and the assistants in as much detail as she could remember. She created Robern and Osoric facing off, the steel door locked in the back, and the artifact glowing in the centre.

      She released the image, and it hung in the white space for a little longer this time. When Nyrnn looked at it, wondering how she was going to get out of this, she thought she saw nearly invisible strings hanging between the assistants and the artifact. Had she created that? She tried to look closer, but the image dissipated again, the anger returning, and she tasted bile in her throat.

      Nyrnn had considered charging the artifact. She couldn’t let Asrayln attack Robern, not if she could prevent it. But there was something about what Osoric had said. He had tried so many times to make the artifact work as he wanted it to, and he had left a trail of ruined lives in his wake. If the artifact did as she expected, she would become a Shadowed One. If it did as he expected, what would he do with that power?

      And so, Nyrnn had tried connecting with Asrayln. The idea had been only partially formed when she acted, instinct pushing her forward. If the artifact had made Asrayln into a Shadowed One, maybe it could also put her back. If Asrayln was on their side, maybe they could escape. Or maybe this would create enough of a distraction that someone could rescue her.

      This last thought was quiet, and Nyrnn worried she was the only one who could save herself this time.

      The anger continued to build, and it pressed against Nyrnn. She tried to grab for it, like she had in the shed, but it was different here. In the shed, the anger had existed outside. She was inside of it now, inside the Shadowed One, unable to grab where she was. Her head began to pound, but she ignored it.

      I want to help you! she yelled into the whiteness. There was no response.

      Then Nyrnn looked down at her own chest and saw a near invisible thread hanging there. She picked it up and followed the string, watching as it got thicker and sturdier as she moved, turning from string to cord. There was something familiar about this.

      As this understanding came to her, she saw the thread end as a figure materialized before her. The figure was just a black shape, all features obscured. That was okay. She knew who it was.

      This time Nyrnn called forward the memories she had seen of Asrayln, both those left in the patients and those that lived in Cal’in. She recalled the table covered in purple flowers. She saw Asrayln with those same flowers woven into her hair. She filled the images with the way Cal’in felt about her, his love for her and how he missed her.

      For a moment the anger faltered, flickering in and out like a flame caught in a sudden breeze.

      And then it was back, the light harsh, the anger palpable, and the light turned from white into a deep red, Nyrnn’s throat closing. She felt a weight on her chest, labouring her lungs, but when she went to free herself, nothing was there.

      She looked at the dark figure and people began to appear all around them. Some of them were young, others old, men and women. Most were dressed in the colourful coats of Starfall. Nyrnn shook her head, gasping for breath, not understanding.

      And then she saw a familiar face – L’lor. Then a little girl. Nyrnn.

      The crushing weight lifted, and again Nyrnn felt the fire. She was angry she had been asked to do this thing, to hurt these people, to save Nubrai. She should never have been asked to do this. She should never have had to do it. She was angry at the people who wanted to hurt Nubrai. She was angry at that little girl.

      Before Nyrnn had come to Starfall, anger had been infrequent in her life. She did not feel angry that she had been sick – she had felt guilty. The people around her had rarely been angry, her father feeling sad and lost when Malia died. Lyndia was annoyed at having to take care of Nyrnn, but not angry.

      When Nyrnn had come to Starfall, when she sensed Robern’s rage, and when she had encountered the anger of the Shadowed Ones, both as reflections in memories and in person, this had been something new. A fire she had not known. Nyrnn found it easier to navigate emotions she was used to, fear, uncertainly, doubt. But over the past weeks, she had learned a lot about anger.

      Nyrnn thought of the night of the attack, and the light shifted, recreating the memory. Surprised, Nyrnn concentrated, adding details as it formed, this time her eyes open. She pulled from her own memory and that of L’lor, building the sitting room stone by stone, placing the colourful tapestries on the walls, yarn by a chair and even crumbs on a plate. Nyrnn released the image and this time it stayed. L’lor and the little Nyrnn stepped into the scene. And then the dark figure walked to the door. A knock rang out, and L’lor opened the door.

      Asrayln walked forward, hand outstretched, determined to feed her anger. She was hungry and desperate and needed to act. When her hand landed on L’lor’s shoulder, L’lor cried out, and it was as if some of the light of which L’lor was constructed moved from her aunt to Asrayln, moving up the Shadowed One’s arm. L’lor stood there frozen, moments away from falling. Nyrnn saw the tiny version of herself standing in the hallway, watching this happen, small fists at her side. The little girl closed her eyes and Nyrnn saw a cord of light form between her and L’lor. Little Nyrnn had wanted to help. Now Nyrnn knew she had been sharing her aunt’s emotions, trying to give her strength. But it wasn’t enough.

      L’lor fell to the ground, crumpling as that which animated her was taken away. Little Nyrnn fell to her knees. Nyrnn could see her squinting at the Shadowed One, wanting to get to her aunt. Asrayln stepped over L’lor’s body, her hand outstretched, seeing easy prey. The little Nyrnn tried to get up, but failed, exhaustion overtaking her, and she lay on the ground.

      Nyrnn watched, mesmerized. L’lor’s memory of this event had ended when she was attacked, and Nyrnn’s had ended when she fell unconscious. Now, in Asrayln’s memory, the story continued. Nyrnn could feel the anger in Asrayln. The Shadowed One was barely in control of herself and the promise of more drove her forward.

      Asrayln reached little Nyrnn and knelt. She placed a hand on Nyrnn’s back. It was only for a moment, but Nyrnn thought she saw something. A bit of light leaving the little girl and entering Asrayln. Then the dark form was pulling back, jerking her hand away as she looked over her shoulder. Two shadows entered the house, one standing in the doorway while the other ran up to her. There were no details, and Nyrnn realized that all the people she had seen clearly were those Asrayln had taken energy from.

      The shadows led the dark figure away, leaving L’lor and little Nyrnn unconscious.

      Never enough, never enough, never enough echoed in the space.

      What did you do? Nyrnn yelled.

      Was this what had happened? Or was it just a creation of Nyrnn’s own mind, now stuck in the echo state? She couldn’t be sure, but the hunger that she had felt as Asrayln looked at L’lor, at little Nyrnn, that had felt real. A hunger that was always there. The Shadowed Ones might collect energy for the pillars as Osoric said, they might be helping Nubrai, but they hunted because they had to. They hunted because they were always hungry. And Asrayln had fed on her.

      Nyrnn looked down at the cord that bound her to Asrayln. She grabbed at it, trying to disconnect, but it held firm.

      What do you want? Nyrnn cried out, her eyes on the little Nyrnn that lay unconscious on the floor. Asrayln waved her hand, and the image disappeared. She turned to Nyrnn.

      Why are you here? she demanded, and Nyrnn shied back from the volume, the voice echoing from everywhere. You must save Nubrai!

      Nyrnn shook her head and stepped backwards.

      You need to help!

      Nyrnn took another step back.

      The dark form of Asrayln paused, then made a dismissive gesture. You are weak. Others will volunteer.

      Nyrnn knew Asrayln was right. Osoric would tell the public, and people would volunteer, offering their energy to the Shadowed Ones. When threatened with the destruction of Nubrai, people would step forward.

      Not because they were strong.

      Because they were desperate and afraid.

      Nyrnn understood that. She looked at Asrayln, at the inky blackness of her form. Nyrnn had created the room, but only with Asrayln’s help. It had been her memory that they had seen. Nyrnn was at her mercy. Fear constricted her chest, her breath coming faster. This fear was familiar. She had felt it as a little girl and she had felt it at the Academy as Shadowed Ones chased them. She had also felt it in the memory of every patient she had read. Instead of pushing it away, Nyrnn surrendered, letting the fear wash over her.

      At first it was overwhelming, and Nyrnn curled her body, wrapping her arms around her knees, hugging herself. She felt the memories of the patients, their decisions to take a risk, often traveling through the streets at night knowing they could be attacked but not believing they would be. Then their fear upon seeing a cloaked figure, seeing their escape cut off, trapped and knowing they were doomed. This mirrored Nyrnn’s own memories of the attack at the Academy. And then it went further. Her decision to come to Starfall, a risk that had led her here, a place where she had little control over what would happen next.

      A place where she had form, as did the other victims of Asrayln.

      Nyrnn pushed this thought aside and reached for Asrayln’s anger, needing to feel something different. A fire lit in her stomach, providing warmth and energy even as it burned. It traveled over her skin and up her spine. It was painful, but she welcomed it, knowing the anger was just one part of the story. Nyrnn felt her lungs release, and she took a deep breath, feeling sweat drip down the back of her neck. The anger was loud. It wanted her attention. But when she focused on it, seeking to understand it, she saw more.

      Some of the anger was directed at Draihan and Midel. Other anger was directed at Asrayln herself. Some of it was directed at Nyrnn. But this anger was only a response. Asrayln had lost the life she had dreamed of, a life that would only be possible if she was safe, and she did not feel safe. A life that required that she be in control, but she did not feel in control. And so she had stopped dreaming of the life that she had wanted and thought only of each next task ahead of her, even as guilt threatened at every turn.

      Under the anger, Nyrnn found a sense of loss, loss of the life she had not had.

      Under this was fear. Fear of being unsafe. Fear of being alone. Fear of losing control.

      The fear and the loss fed the anger, and the anger ate everything it could find.

      Nyrnn reached for Asrayln’s anger again, feeling calmer as she tried to grab for it, willing it to work. This time, Nyrnn felt her fingers grasp onto something. She pulled it closer, expecting the heat, but surprised by the familiarity.

      The space flashed. She was in the kitchen in Shimmerview. Her mother stood looking at her, hands on her hips, her expression dark. Nyrnn looked at Lyndia and then back down at the broken toy in her hands, the doll her grandmother had sewn for her last birthday, the arm no longer attached, the hand burned.

      Lyndia returned the look, glaring back at Nyrnn, no hint of apology in her small face.

      Nyrnn felt lost. The doll had been her responsibility and her friend, and her young mind struggled to grasp the fact that Lyndia had harmed it, tearing the arm off after Nyrnn had stolen the last sweet bun. The sadness turned to anger, and Nyrnn shouted, throwing herself at Lyndia, her small fists pounding her sister. Her mother called out, bringing them to a stop.

      Then Nyrnn was back in the red light, panting. The memory had poured forth from Asrayln, an event Nyrnn only recalled vaguely. One of the incidents that had led to the trip to Starfall. Her little body had been rigid, fire exploding towards her sister. Nyrnn never got angry like that. She had pulled anger from Robern and from Shadowed Ones, but she did not create it. Not since she was little.

      You took that?

      The artifacts take from us, we must take from others. Anger is better than fear.

      The dark figure hung her head, shame radiating into the space. Nyrnn looked at Asrayln, peering at the dark figure. What they had done was wrong. She still felt the memories of all the patients who had been terrified, parts of them stolen as they were left as a shell of themselves or dead. But there was something sad about Asrayln as well. About the assistants. They were victims too.

      Nyrnn let go of the anger, anger that did not belong to her, releasing her grip, and it floated away.

      She wasn’t sure what she could do. She didn’t understand how the stonetych worked. She didn’t know how to save Nubrai.

      I’m sorry. Please let me go, Nyrnn said.

      The dark figure cocked her head. This is your dream we are in.

      As the words faded, Nyrnn felt their truth. She had won. She had brought Asrayln into her world before the attack.

      Help us, Asrayln said, the voice quiet. Save Nubrai.

      Nyrnn felt at the edges of Asrayln’s anger, her touch tentative, sensing she could take it away. The anger contained echoes from everyone Asrayln had attacked, had fed upon. It was a lot, but it was not too much. Nyrnn knew she could take it now, but she hesitated, unsure. Would this solve things?

      You must hurry, Asrayln said.

      Nyrnn stood and looked down at the cord that connected them. It was a conduit, a way for Asrayln to take energy, but she saw no reason she couldn’t use it as well. She grabbed it with both hands and imagined a different life for Asrayln.

      The images came easily to Nyrnn. She saw Asrayln living with Cal’in in a house in Shimmerview. She saw them teaching the littles at the Academy, then going home and Cal’in would cook as Asrayln sat nearby, engaging in conversation as she held a small embroidery hoop in her lap, slowly building a picture. Later, they would sit on their front porch and neighbours would wave as they walked by. Asrayln was safe and happy, a life she had never had.

      As Nyrnn imagined the story, she felt as if strings were coming together, weaving, creating a picture of their own. One strand in green about their health. Another strand in red conveyed the feeling of safety they felt. A strand in rose was their love. And on and on. New emotions expanded. As they did, Nyrnn carefully drew out the anger, taking it from Asrayln slowly. It landed in her stomach, burning, but she ignored it. It was just pain, she had felt pain many times before.

      As Nyrnn worked, she found a small kernel beneath the anger. It was strange, a pulsing light that felt off, like hearing an instrument that needed to be tuned. It was not an emotion or a memory, but it was clear to Nyrnn that it did not belong. She tried to pull it out, but it would not move. Uncertain, Nyrnn left it alone.

      Nyrnn kept building the story. As she did, the light changed, moving from red to orange, then yellow, getting lighter as she worked and finally returning to white. Weaving the elements of the story together felt easy, it felt right, but as she worked Nyrnn grew more and more tired. It was strange – she didn’t really have a body here, but her mind felt lethargic. It was as if each new image required the lifting of a heavy weight, and her muscles were already spent.

      The images faltered. Darkness crept into the corners of her vision. Not yet! she fought. Please help me!

      She could sense something. A familiar energy, heat and light. She went to reach for it and then pulled her hand back, uncertain.

      Please, she repeated.

      For a moment, a field stretched out before her, and she squeezed her eyes shut, refusing to look down, even as her side ached. Then it was gone, and warmth flooded into her, beginning at her fingertips and toes, and then moving inwards and landing in her chest. Everywhere it touched, she felt stronger and her mind could focus. Then it mixed in her belly with the heat that was there, the heat from Asrayln. A fire that would not be ignored, and yet one that paled compared to this new source.

      The thread that connected her to Asrayln connected Asrayln to others. It stretched out into the whiteness, and Nyrnn followed it. She needed to find them all. The cord led her to silhouettes, some large, some small. She could feel anger coming from some, and fear coming from all of them. She reached out, pulling them into the story. It was much harder than it had been with Asrayln, her connection weaker. Gritting her teeth, Nyrnn focused, determined, and slowly she saw them come into form as farmers and bakers, healers and school teachers in the imaginary town.

      When Nyrnn finished, she released, and found herself back in the white with Asrayln’s still dark form. Taking the anger of the Shadowed Ones at the Academy had simply redirected their threat to others. This time she had replaced the anger with something else, feelings of a life that none of them had gotten to live. As she reached out her awareness she could feel the change, anger replaced by peace and happiness. But, like before, it was not a solution. Nyrnn had found that same kernel in each of them, and she knew that given time it would return the assistants to Shadowed Ones. This was why it was cyclical – whatever this was caused the change to happen.

      This left Nyrnn with few options. But she knew she couldn’t let them harm anyone else.

      She took a deep breath.

      Nyrnn imagined the artifact, drawing it from her memory into this space. As she did so, she could see the strange glyphs and the crystals of different colours. It began to glow, dimly at first and then brighter and brighter, drenching the white in a rainbow of light. She was not sure if this was just her imagination, but something felt right about the artifact. She had made this space, and here she believed the artifact could have another purpose.

      Nyrnn gathered her energy, concentrating, trying to build with what little she had left. As she did so, she could see the white glowing light she often visualized, not in her chest but in front of her. This time, it was not trying to be a shield. Two glyphs caught her eye. These were not the ones Osoric had pointed out to her, but rather looked similar to those on the null stone. She had to try. She inhaled, and then pushed the white light into the artifact, her hands on the glyphs, and she felt something leave her, pouring out. Then she pushed the anger and fear and guilt she had gathered, all the feelings from Asrayln that did not belong to her, and let them fill the capstone. The artifact got brighter still, and Nyrnn had to shield her eyes. Then it exploded into the space that was not a space. The hooded figure crumbled to the ground. The others disappeared. Nyrnn was in the white space.

      No. Not the white space. She was back in the lab.

      

      She gasped, sitting up quickly. She was on the floor, the cold tile hard beneath her. Her eyes met Gryff’s as he knelt beside her, her hand in his. She saw strain and worry in his eyes. But when she blinked, he smiled at her.

      “Thanks for asking,” he said.

      Confused, Nyrnn looked at her other hand and saw Rhys was there. Tray held a knife to Osoric’s throat as Nord stood with Robern. Cal’in was at Asrayln’s side, her blonde hair fanned out across the floor.

      Then Nyrnn noticed the bodies. The assistants and guards were all on the ground, unmoving.

      Nyrnn felt as if her skin was vibrating. She looked at her hands, expecting to see them glowing, but they looked normal. Then she coughed, blood spattering across her fingers. She felt lightheaded, the room spinning, but she was not done. Wiping her hand on her coat, she pushed to her feet, her body strange and awkward to move.

      “What did you do?” Osoric asked, glaring at her.

      She ignored him.

      The artifact glowed faintly, no sign of the power and light she had seen. But she knew she had done something. Nyrnn approached it, grabbing a stool from one of the workbenches on her way. It was heavy, almost too heavy, and Nyrnn had to struggle to catch her breath, her lungs sore and tired.

      “What are you doing?” Osoric asked again.

      Reaching the artifact, Nyrnn braced herself and lifted the stool, swinging it as hard as she could towards the artifact. It connected with a loud crack; the artifact flying off the pedestal and hitting the floor, where a large piece broke off. Nyrnn dropped the chair as she watched the glow from the stone fade.

      “Will that do it, Rhys?” Nyrnn asked, not turning around.

      “It won’t work now,” Rhys answered.

      “Good.” Nyrnn leaned on the pedestal, trying to keep on her feet. “The assistants…” she said, gesturing vaguely. She looked at her own hand, as if mesmerized by it. Dark splotches encroached on her vision.

      “Nyrnn, are you…?”

      “I’m fine,” she said, trying to smile, and then collapsed to the floor.
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      Nyrnn dreamed.

      A woman smiled at her, warmth in her deep brown eyes. Nyrnn felt her face respond. She was in a sun-drenched courtyard with a single lemon tree in the middle. She had been playing with some figures, small soldiers facing off against each other. Then someone came home, and the sky darkened.

      She was back on the battlefield, bodies lying around her. She looked down to see her friend, lifeless at her feet. Guilt slammed against her stomach, and she doubled over. Then she saw the body shift. The body was small, fragile, dark hair against a white floor. She wanted to reach out, to help, but the body was too far away. Frustration, helplessness, and anger flowed through her, and her mind began to work, trying to put the pieces together.

      That was her body.

      Nyrnn saw herself on the floor of the lab. The artifact lay in pieces nearby. Rhys was holding her hand, tears on her cheeks, as she sang a strange tune. Nyrnn looked closer, seeing blood on her hands, on her shirt. She had tried to do something… something… what was it? What was going on? Then she looked at Rhys and saw that while the tune continued, Rhys’ mouth was not moving.

      She wasn’t singing.

      At least, not in here.

      And Nyrnn felt the heaviness of her body return.

      Her body ached and her head pounded. As she took a deep breath it was laboured, her lungs protesting, pain at the edges. She tried moving her fingers, and they responded slowly. She stretched her feet, her toes hitting against something hard, a heavy weight on the bed. The music stopped.

      “Nyrnn?” Rhys’ voice was like the sun after a storm.

      The weight on the bed shifted.

      Rabbit? Nord’s voice sounded in her mind.

      Something had happened. She had done something.

      Nyrnn squeezed her eyes, trying to pull herself together, gathering her strength, but it was as if she were missing pieces of herself, and what was left didn’t quite make sense. She blinked and a strange room came into focus around her. She recalled smelling lemons and was surprised to see she was not in the temple. The room was small with high ceilings, the walls made of white stone, and one window through which Nyrnn could only see the sky.

      Gryff removed his feet from the end of her bed and helped her sit up. Her fingers tingled against his warm skin, but nothing more. She noticed a null stone on the table beside her. She met his eyes, and he nodded, his presence putting her at ease. And then she noticed the way his shoulders were held, tense, and the dark circles under his eyes.

      Rhys waited for Nyrnn to turn towards her, then she smiled, bouncing on her toes. “You’re awake! How are you feeling?”

      “Tray?” Nyrnn croaked, and then her friend was beside her.

      “I’m here,” Tray said. “Nord’s fine, and Robern is okay. You did good.”

      Nyrnn relaxed. They were all safe. She wondered where they were. She opened her mouth to ask, but her lungs seized, and she started coughing, pain arching through her body. Her muscles froze, and she concentrated on getting air into her lungs even as she saw dark spots.

      There was a commotion, Tray was yelling into the hall. Then strangers came into the room and Nyrnn was lifted. She saw the door of a healing pod open, and then she lost consciousness.

      

      Voices filtered into Nyrnn’s awareness, at first just noise and then slowly becoming words. Words she should know. Then she heard something else – cards being slapped onto a table.

      “Ha! Pay up!” Tray said. Rhys groaned.

      Nyrnn opened her eyes and pushed herself to sitting. She was in the same room as before, although her memory was foggy.

      “You’re awake,” Rhys said, coming to Nyrnn’s bedside, closely followed by Tray.

      “You okay?” Tray asked, handing her a glass of water. Nyrnn drank deeply, the liquid cooling against a soreness in her throat. She took a moment to take stock. Her body was still sore, but not nearly as bad as the first time she had awoken. She took a couple of deep breaths, reassured by the ease with which her lungs worked. She probed her memories, some events from the lab fuzzy, but otherwise her mind felt clear. She nodded slowly.

      “What happened?”

      “You were badly injured at the lab. They had to use the healing pod a few times before you stabilized,” Rhys said kindly as she looked at Nyrnn, examining her much as a healer would.

      “But you’re not a Shadowed One, so that’s good news…” Tray said, and laughed.

      “Where are we?” Nyrnn asked.

      “The palace,” Rhys said, now checking Nyrnn’s pulse.

      “The… what? How?” Nyrnn had a vague memory, something heavy, something breaking. Something important. She looked around, but they were the only ones here. “Am I in trouble?”

      Rhys pulled her hand away, satisfied with what she had found. “I’ll get the others,” she said, and slipped from the room.

      “What is going on, Tray?” Nyrnn asked.

      “It’s… a lot has happened since the lab…” Tray said, looking away.

      “How long?”

      “Two weeks,” Tray said. Nyrnn’s stomach dropped. Two weeks was the longest she had been in the temple since… since… she was a child. Not the temple, the palace? How did that make sense? Nyrnn swung her legs to the side of the bed, determined to get answers. But as she tried to stand, her legs were too weak, and she tumbled to the ground, landing hard.

      “Woah,” Tray said, running to her side and helping Nyrnn stand even as Nyrnn felt her face burning. “What are you doing?”

      “What happened? What’s going on?” Nyrnn asked, letting Tray help her back to the bed. Nyrnn pulled the blanket around her shoulders and sat up, staring at her friend, demanding. “Why are we in the palace?”

      “The guards brought us here after you broke the artifact. This is the Chosen’s personal healing chamber – it was the closest. We didn’t know how much time we had.” Tray looked down at her hands. “We’ve been coming in shifts to make sure you were okay. We aren’t prisoners.” Nyrnn swallowed, remembering the blood, being rushed to the healing pod.

      The artifact. She broke it.

      “What happened? I remember they brought Robern in. Asrayln changed… I touched her…”

      Tray nodded. “You volunteered. I… I could hear you. After you left, I was able to get the null stone outside of Nord’s cell. I tried to pick the locks, but nothing in the cell was working. Then Nord slid my lock picks to me. He must have grabbed them,” Tray said.

      Nyrnn nodded. “I saw that… I think…”

      “Then something must have happened, because the guards stepped out and locked the door. I should have gotten rid of Gryff’s stone first.” Tray looked down at her hands.

      “You couldn’t have known,” Nyrnn said.

      “You knew,” Tray replied. “The steel door was hard to open and it took a long time. We got into the room after you had grabbed Asrayln.” She looked up, meeting Nyrnn’s eyes. “Osoric was shocked. It was wild. I wish you could have seen it. No one knew what to do. So I took care of Osoric while Rhys helped you.”

      “The guards?” Nyrnn asked.

      Tray looked away, shuffling her feet. “I think we should wait for the others to come.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      Tray looked at the door as if hoping it would open.

      “Tray?” Nyrnn pleaded.

      “Gryff did it. He… did his fire wynn thing. Took their energy, and then he gave it to you.”

      The memories returned. She had been in the white space with Asrayln. She knew that Asrayln and the other Shadowed Ones would keep hunting the citizens of Starfall, driven by a need to recharge the pillars and an inherent hunger they felt. They had to be stopped. And so Nyrnn had crafted a memory for them, a story, for them to live inside. Something connected the Shadowed Ones and the artifact, and she had used it, but it had been so hard, too hard. And then suddenly she had had more energy, able to complete the task, and then she had used the artifact to… to what?

      To trap them in the echo state.

      Oh, no.

      Nyrnn turned to Tray, grabbing her arm. “The Shadowed Ones? What happened to them?”

      “They are all… unconscious,” Tray confirmed.

      Nyrnn swallowed. “And the guards?”

      “They’ll recover.”

      Nyrnn peered at her friend. “What aren’t you telling me?” Tray looked away, and Nyrnn felt her stomach sink. Then the door opened and Dall’ynn Yaral, Speaker for the Chosen, strode into the room with Rhys and a healer following close behind. Nyrnn had last seen him as he passed judgment at the hearing, dismissing Robern’s claims about the Shadowed Ones.

      “Ah, you’re all awake. Excellent,” he said, his voice clipped. The healer followed him, green robes and wynn pin making her station clear. Her hair was pinned back carefully, and she came into the room and took Nyrnn’s hand, checking her pulse as Rhys had earlier.

      “How are you feeling?” the Speaker asked.

      “The Shadowed Ones – I was right,” Nyrnn said. If he had believed her during the hearing, given her a chance, they would have never been in the lab. Robern had told her that the Speaker was only responsible to the Chosen, and Osoric had implied that someone other than him had wanted the Shadowed Ones to remain a secret. It must have been him. Or the Chosen.

      Instead of answering, he looked to the healer, who nodded at him.

      “Good, the Chosen will be happy to hear you are recovering. As soon as you are out of danger, a sled will take you back to the Academy.”

      “The Shadowed Ones—” Nyrnn said again.

      He interrupted. “From what I understand, you have eliminated them, Miss Ashall. You have done a great service for Nubrai, and the Chosen is grateful. I am sorry I didn’t believe you during the hearing. Osoric Kynell was endangering Nubrai, and he has been exiled.”

      “Uh… okay,” Nyrnn said, lying back against the pillows that Rhys had propped behind her, feeling tired again already.

      The Speaker cleared his throat and pulled his coat down, smoothing it into place. “It is important that you know that the Chosen knows what you and your friends have done. However, by acting as you did, you also have eliminated the only method we have, currently, to restore power to the pillars. The pillars are the main defence Nubrai has against the mainland. This is a situation in which secrecy is our best option until we find another solution.”

      Nyrnn looked at the Speaker, feeling confused.

      “The Chosen believes it is in the best interests of Nubrai for the details of what happened, and your involvement, to remain secret. We need to make sure our enemies hear a version of the story that will keep them from discovering our weaknesses.”

      “What do you mean?” Nyrnn asked.

      “Osoric has been identified as a spy for Draihan who was using the Shadowed Ones to weaken Starfall. He was caught by a group of assistants from the Order who sacrificed themselves to stop him.”

      “The Shadowed Ones are being given the credit for destroying… themselves?” Tray asked in disbelief.

      “The Shadowed Ones were not citizens of Nubrai, they were from Draihan, altered by Xuntwin stonetych that transformed them into monsters,” the Speaker explained. “Thanks to the assistants, Nubrai is now safe from this threat and everyone can return to their lives.” He looked meaningfully at Nyrnn. “You can return to the Academy and train, or return to Shimmerview. You can choose what you want to do with your life. By doing this, we keep Nubrai safe.”

      It felt strange. It was a lie, but Nyrnn saw the logic of the Speaker’s plan. Nyrnn wasn’t sure what she had done, or how she had done it, but her choice had left Nubrai vulnerable. She remembered Gryff telling her about the ships that had come to check the pillars in Shimmerview. She did not want them to return.

      In the lab she had thought only about the threat the Shadowed Ones posed to her friends and the people of Starfall. But they were not the only threat. She wondered if her choice had been wrong, if it had been selfish to save the few by putting everyone at risk.

      She looked down at her hands in her lap. “If that’s best for Nubrai,” she said, her voice small.

      “Nyrnn, you almost killed yourself fighting them—” Tray began.

      “No,” Nyrnn interrupted her. “It’s fine. And we can just go home.” She felt fatigue pull at her body, her limbs heavy. “I’m tired,” she said, looking around at all of them.

      The Speaker nodded at her. “Thank you again, Nyrnn Ashall. We wish you a speedy recovery.” Nyrnn lay down as she heard him open the door. She curled on her side and closed her eyes.

      

      It took a few more days for Nyrnn to feel well enough to travel back to the Academy. During that time, she learned the Speaker had already told the people of Starfall the story that had been created. The assistants were now being called “The Fallen” and Rhys told her that Asrayln’s family had come forward to talk about their heroic daughter. It felt surreal, but if it made people feel safer and kept their enemies away, then it must be alright.

      Finally, Tray brought Nyrnn clothes from the dorm and Nyrnn dressed and prepared to leave the palace. Nyrnn had wondered at Gryff’s absence, and Tray had told her that Gryff had returned to the fire wynn shortly after Nyrnn started to heal, and had not talked to any of them. Nyrnn remembered Gryff telling her about the effect it had on him to take energy from others. While she had been assured he was fine and she wasn’t to worry, she had thought of little else. Now she just wanted to get out of here.

      Tray left to check on the sled as Nyrnn readied herself to leave. She was startled by a knock at the door. Nyrnn pulled it open, her bag packed and on her shoulder.

      “Cal’in?” she said, surprised.

      “You’re leaving,” he said.

      Nyrnn nodded, unsure if it was a question. Her emotions pushed against one another, still uncertain of who this man was, if he could be trusted. But then purple flowers flashed against her awareness and she noticed a gold chain hidden beneath his shirt. She suddenly wondered if she would see gold bands of joining there.

      “Before you go, I would like to show you something,” he said. Nyrnn nodded, and he turned and began walking down the hall, forcing Nyrnn to run after him.

      The trip was brief. Cal’in opened another set of doors and Nyrnn walked into a room that felt immediately familiar. It had two rows of beds, a few healers moving between the bodies, as the occupants stared at nothing.

      “The Shadowed Ones…” Nyrnn said, her stomach dropping as she stepped forward.

      “The Fallen,” he corrected.

      Nyrnn saw familiar blonde hair and moved to Asrayln’s bed. The healer who had helped Nyrnn was there, feeding Asrayln some porridge. Nyrnn looked at the woman. Her face seemed relaxed, her hair had been brushed and braided. Fresh bandages covered her arms and Nyrnn wondered if the cuts beneath would have time to heal now.

      “I’m so sorry about Asrayln,” Nyrnn said. “I tried… tried to give her somewhere nice to be. A good memory.”

      “Asrayln made her choice – she wanted to protect Nubrai and she did,” Cal’in said, coming to her side and taking his wife’s hand. He hesitated, then turned to Nyrnn. “What did you do to them? How did you do it?”

      “I don’t know. I had to stop them, but there was this thing inside them, this ball of energy. I can’t explain it. There is something similar about the Shadowed Ones and the patients. I thought if I could just shift them into patients, then Nubrai would be safe and I tried to give them a nice dream to live inside, a quiet happy life.” As she said it out loud it sounded silly. How could she do such a thing? “I’m sorry,” she said again.

      He placed a hand on her shoulder. “Thank you. I… this is better than her being a Shadowed One. At least now she gets to rest for a while.”

      Nyrnn looked back at Asrayln. “She showed me what happened the night my aunt was attacked. She did attack me. How am I not a patient too?”

      “I was surprised when I met you in Shimmerview. I saw Asrayln attack you. I assumed you would be in the echo state like the other patients. When Robern suggested you might be different, I thought he was simply desperate to find a lead. If it wasn’t for him, we never would have gone to Shimmerview.” He shrugged. “Asrayln only touched you for a moment. Maybe it was simply not long enough to do any harm.”

      Nyrnn thought of reaching out to Asrayln, asking her if she knew. But the idea of connecting to a patient sent a shiver up her spine. She was not ready to do that again.

      “The day I attacked you, I knew Robern and Namiga were about to be arrested. I was looking for information I did not want to fall into the wrong hands.”

      “Into Osoric’s hands, you mean.”

      He nodded. “Osoric was obsessed with the capstone. As you saw, he was willing to go to great lengths to test it and master its powers. The files that I took contained letters Namiga has received from the mainland – from her family. She has contacts at the Explorers’ Guild, and through them, has kept in touch over the years.”

      “How did you know what was in the letters?”

      Cal’in ignored her question. “One of her family members described a second artifact, a second capstone, matching the one Osoric had.”

      Nyrnn’s stomach dropped.

      Another one.

      There was another one.

      “I thought it unwise for Osoric to learn of it, based on what he did with the first one. However, with his return to Draihan, I fear it will not be long before he hears about it.”

      “You think he’s going to make more Shadowed Ones?”

      Cal’in shrugged, the move casual and yet his demeanour remained serious. “That is not our problem. Let Draihan deal with those consequences.” Cal’in reached into his coat and removed a small journal. He looked at it, finding a specific page, and then handed it over to Nyrnn. “What do you make of this?”

      It was a sketch of the artifact, each of the glyphs copied carefully and the colour of each crystal noted. Nyrnn saw that someone had named the glyphs, noting the ones that they thought indicated fire, heart, stone and mind wynn. This was Osoric’s research.

      Cal’in leaned forward and flipped the pages, stopping on one near the end. Osoric’s script was neat, the letters each drawn with precision.

      I have learned that Nyrnn Ashall can communicate with the patients, proving that they are trapped inside their own bodies. While it is impossible to know the condition of their minds, their ability to answer her requests and form images suggests it might be possible to heal them. If the patients could be healed, this would greatly diminish the cost of the Shadowed Ones and must be pursued. As the capstone causes the condition, it stands to reason it may also be the solution. The following glyphs, as yet unidentified, are similar to those on the healing pods. Perhaps this answer is too simple, but it should be tried.

      The writing continued, but Nyrnn was no longer reading. Osoric had been looking for a cure for the patients. He had thought the artifact could do it. She flipped back to the drawing of the capstone, looking for the glyphs that he had indicated. They were not the ones she had used. Had she acted too quickly? Had she destroyed the solution in her haste? She looked to Cal’in, the book clutched in her hands, thinking of the hundreds of people locked in the echo state, of her aunt, and of the assistants she had just trapped there.

      “We need to find it – the second capstone,” Nyrnn said.

      “I agree.” He retrieved the notebook and slid it back into his coat.

      Nyrnn remembered creating the artifact in her mind and using it on the assistants. “I think I could do it. I think I could use it. I charged the stonetych to… do what I did.” To turn Asrayln into a patient, she thought to herself.

      “I think you might be the only one who can. Are you up to this? The capstone is on the mainland.” He met her eyes. Nyrnn had only left her home a few months ago, and until recently, had believed her life would always be restricted. She had been too weak to do much of anything. But she wasn’t that person anymore.

      Nyrnn nodded, her heart beating rapidly. “Then we’ll go to the mainland.”

      Cal’in nodded at her. “I will be in contact,” he said and then turned and left, leaving Nyrnn standing beside Asrayln. She looked around the room, a room full of patients that she had created. This couldn’t be it, couldn’t be the end. She would find a way to wake them up.
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      Vergahn stood by the window and looked out over Starfall. This window faced east and he could see the darkness creeping up along the edge of the sky as dusk fell. The streets were emptying of people who still hurried home as the light diminished. They had heard the stories of the Fallen who had destroyed the Shadowed Ones, but it would be a while before their fears disappeared, able to trust that the darkness was just darkness now.

      The world was changing, but he had taken an oath that he would keep Nubrai safe. Protect the people until the gods returned.

      On the mainland, the people fought for power and for survival. The King of one nation would work to create a safe space for their people, and then a few years later the Queen of another would send an army, blood flowing in the streets, as power shifted. When the nations were not battling each other, they dealt with corruption and crime in their streets, or terrible diseases that were carried into their cities with trade from far-off places.

      Life on the mainland was struggle and violence and misery. In Nubrai, the people thrived. Life was not perfect, would never be perfect, but it was close. It was worth protecting.

      Vergahn ran a hand through his hair, staring into the stone eyes of his grandfather’s statue. The people of Nubrai did not worship their ancestors. Such things were considered odd, although Vergahn knew they practiced it in various places on the mainland. But while he acted on behalf of Gall’or and Tetwynn, he had always felt more connected to his grandfather. His grandfather had walked this path before him.

      Vergahn had commissioned the statue after he had become Chosen. His grandfather had been a great man, although in Vergahn’s memories he was always impossibly ancient. Steynn had been a kind Chosen, mixing often with the people of Nubrai. He had been the one to direct the Orders to study new ways to use the stonetych so that they could feed and clothe the growing population.

      It was during Steynn’s reign that the stonetych had begun to fail. A problem made worse when the nomad appeared, a stranger somehow in Starfall, who had told Steynn that it would all fail in time. Vergahn’s own father had not taken the news well, turning to drink to forget and withdrawing from the public. So, shortly before his death, Steynn had told Vergahn that he would need to find a solution. That this was what it would mean for him to keep his oath.

      Vergahn liked information, and so he had learned everything he could about the people that posed a threat to Nubrai. However, in the searching he had also awakened their interest in the Island. Had it been a mistake? Had he made things worse?

      He looked down, breaking his gaze, feeling uncertain.

      Were there limits on what actions he could take to keep his people safe?

      Vergahn nodded at the statue and turned, walking through the palace. With the destruction of the artifact and end of Osoric’s Shadowed Ones, he had thought he would feel relief. The artifact had been promising, and he had expected an easy solution. And then years went by and more and more citizens were hurt or killed, and Vergahn felt the sacrifice each one was unknowingly making for the safety of Nubrai. Now there would be no more victims.

      But instead of relief, Vergahn felt the pressure increase. He was running out of time.

      He emerged through a door into a small garden that was surrounded by a high wall. Above the stone you could only see the sky, the garden itself many floors above the streets. Rows of flowers of every colour filled the space, their perfumes mixing as the wind moved through them.

      “Ferynn? Are you out here?” he called out.

      “No need to be so loud,” came a familiar voice. Then his wife appeared, standing up from where she had been hunched over a bush of orange roses. She turned to him, a smile on her face as he noted the dirt on her hands and knees. They had servants who would happily care for the space, but she had insisted that she do it all. She told him she needed it, a refuge from the world.

      Vergahn folded his arms around her, his chin resting on her head, taking in the scent of the flowers and damp earth. This garden might be her sanctuary, but she was his sanctuary.

      When he released her, he saw she was smiling.

      “How did the meeting go?” she asked.

      Vergahn exhaled, his shoulders falling.

      “Ah,” she said, poking him. “And here comes the guilt.”

      Vergahn had met Ferynn in the market. He had been trying to observe the people without them recognizing him, an activity his father had insisted he try. If he was to be the leader one day, he had to get a sense of what the people were really like. What they really wanted.

      While this made sense, his sheltered upbringing had done little to prepare him for the reality of the market. People everywhere were screaming prices, and everything was a bargain, a deal. The posted price seemed to have little relationship to what someone would sell for. How was a person supposed to navigate this? Not one to back down from a challenge, he had set himself the task of convincing the woman selling apples to give him a deal. Unfortunately, she was having none of it.

      “I can see the nice cloak you’re wearing. I need money for my family in Littlepoint – you can afford it, sir.”

      Then Vergahn had seen Ferynn. Her hair had been long and loose, chestnut curls toppling over one another. She was watching him, a small smile on her lips.

      “Enjoying the show?” he said to her.

      “Yes.” She laughed, coming to stand beside him. “You intimidate the seller. I don’t think your strategy is going to work,” she whispered in his ear.

      He pulled back.

      “But maybe I could interest you in one of mine?” she said, pulling an apple from her bag.

      He nodded, unsure. She led him to a bench and they sat, talking and eating apples in the sun. It had been such a simple act. A connection. Later, she would tell him she had been watching him in the market. He clearly didn’t belong, and this made her curious. She wanted to know more. Her curiosity through the years had proven to be the thing he loved most about her.

      Of course, things were more complicated when she told him she was a heart wynn, sent to the market to test her abilities by her teacher at the Academy. But by the time Vergahn learned the truth, he had been in love, and she knew it. She always knew.

      “I wonder if things were easier for the other Chosen. After the dark times, the people came together with a single goal, to recreate what was lost – the great Rebuilding. The work was hard, but each year they would see improvements. Did they know once we reached this second Golden Age… that it would be so hard to hold on to?”

      Her hand was on his arm, and he felt her reassurance. “Maybe you’re still rebuilding.”

      Vergahn shook his head. “The threats are growing.”

      “And you must protect them all.”

      “I try to. Sometimes… they slip through my fingers,” he said, staring at his hands. Then he looked up and met her eyes. “How did it go?”

      She nodded at him. “As you thought it would. They accepted me as a healer. Nyrnn is scared, of course, they all are. But we know now that she is also resilient. Cal’in planted the seeds you wanted. They will both go to the mainland to find the second capstone.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Cal’in will go to save his wife, and Nyrnn will go to save the patients and the assistants. They both are carrying a great deal of guilt. Given a path, they will take it.”

      “Will they work together?”

      “I can’t tell the future, but they are bonded by what happened. They both believe it is their fault.” She moved her hand to his cheek. “When a person believes something is their fault, and they are given a chance to fix it, there is little they will not risk to do so.”

      He sighed, placing his hand on top of hers, knowing she was speaking to him as much as she was describing Nyrnn and Cal’in.

      “You think of them as you think of our children,” Ferynn said.

      “Shouldn’t I?”

      “They are your subjects. And you are making the right decision for the Island. For all the people. This is what you are here to do.”

      “If I could provide them with resources…”

      “That will only draw attention, attention that will not serve them.” She smiled at him, and it melted his heart. “They can think of their own lives, but you must think of what is good for us all.” Vergahn nodded but didn’t respond. Ferynn’s presence calmed him, as it so often did, and he felt his shoulders relax.

      As the tension melted from his body, his mind turned to the events of the last few weeks, weighing the actions he had taken, the pieces he had in play. Never one to rest all his resources in one place, he began to make plans, considering his other options if the second artifact failed to provide the solution he needed.
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