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      Gavin smiled as the pair of thieves made their way towards him. From his vantage on the side of the street, it was obvious they were enchanted. Their movements were jerky, suggesting they weren’t completely comfortable with the power. Had he not followed them, he would’ve wondered if they were working with the constables, but the constables wouldn’t be caught sneaking into a warehouse in the section of the city he’d been monitoring.

      He stuffed the dagger that he’d pulled out of his pocket back into its sheath, preparing for whatever they might try with him. An unarmed spar would be better for him. Gavin needed one.

      He didn’t expect to have much of a challenge from a pair of enchanted thieves, and certainly not out here on the edge of the city, where they had probably thought they were going to be able to sneak away into the night without anyone noticing them. Only a single lantern glowed at the end of the street, casting a faint, shimmery light. Thanks to the turquoise ring on his left pinkie, Gavin could also see the man more clearly in the blackness.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” he called to them.

      One of the men was tall and muscular, and his gleaming head looked freshly shaved. He would probably have strength, and if he was smart, he would augment that with speed. There were dozens of different combinations of enchantments that could be used.

      Then there was the other man.

      Unlike his companion, he was small and thin, and he lumbered strangely.

      The closer they came, the more Gavin started to question whether he had been mistaken about them. He had believed them to be a pair of thieves, and he wouldn’t have cared had it not been for the fact that they had gone into his warehouse. At least, what he considered his warehouse.

      He tapped on the enchantment in his ear. “You paying attention, Wrenlow?”

      Wrenlow’s voice piped up, slightly distant. “I’m here. You know, I would be more than happy to be out on patrols with you.”

      Gavin grunted. “It’s not like this is some sort of patrol where I’m trying to protect the city,” he muttered.

      He doubted the constables would appreciate what he was doing very much. But he had been looking for magic. He had promised his protection to the city, and Gavin was determined to keep that promise. That was the reason he was out here now, but all of this felt off.

      The cool air brushed his face, carrying a hint of the north with it along with the scent of the forest. What he wouldn’t give to be working with Anna, rather than dealing with this. These days, most of his afternoons were spent practicing with her, trying to understand his core reserves and master the magic he possessed. Gavin wasn’t mastering it nearly as well as what the El’aras woman wanted, but he was getting better. That was what he kept telling himself, at least.

      “What did you need?” Wrenlow asked.

      “Has Gaspar heard anything lately?” Gavin said. “Something about a new thieving crew?”

      “He hasn’t said anything, but you know he shares this enchantment with us. You can ask him.”

      Gavin chuckled. “I could, but Gaspar never listens.”

      The two men were still coming toward Gavin, but they made no effort to move quickly. They were marching steadily, and the longer they took to get to Gavin, the more he realized that something about them was very much off. He hadn’t been able to determine what it was, but he had a feeling there was something he should have recognized by now.

      “You know how he goes off with Imogen as often as he does,” Wrenlow said.

      Gavin nodded. “I know.”

      “I don’t know what he’s been up to, but…”

      The muscular man started to make his move toward Gavin, approaching quickly for someone his size.

      The ground trembled, and something began to build around Gavin: a sense of pressure that suggested a magical source; a cold sensation that washed over him when power was used around him. He suspected that if he were to unsheathe his El’aras dagger or sword, he would find it flashing with blue energy.

      Maybe this was more than just an enchantment.

      He took a deep breath and started to focus on his core reserves. He had wanted a challenge, hadn’t he? He might as well take advantage of it.

      As the two men reached him, he pushed off the ground. It was a simple technique where he would jump, twist, and land between them, giving him leverage.

      The taller of the two grabbed him in midair. He was impossibly fast, and he had an incredibly firm grip. Gavin jerked, but he was forced to draw upon his core reserves in order to break free. He swung his hand down, chopping on the man’s forearm, and if he had not been calling on the power within him, his hand might have shattered.

      Not only had this man enchanted himself for strength and speed, but he had used an enchantment to make his skin impervious as well. It was one Gavin was far too familiar with. He didn’t care for this kind of enchantment. In fact, he rather disliked it. Taking down someone with that kind of enchantment often proved far more difficult than he preferred.

      The man dropped him and Gavin spun, sweeping his leg so that he could kick the man down and incapacitate him. The thief jumped, as if sensing Gavin’s movements.

      Gavin darted back, twisting, and nearly ran into the other man. He was even faster than the first, a blur of movement.

      Two attackers. Different speeds. Both fast.

      He settled on the Jinat fighting style, which he could mix with Nor and Sudo.

      And then he fell into a pattern.

      He spun, kicking out and driving his heel toward the shorter of the two, then twisted and brought his knee up, crashing it into the chest of the other man. He turned in place, and as the smaller man came back around, Gavin was already starting his next round of attacks. He drove his foot out and caught the man in the side of the head, causing the man to stumble off to the side and crash into a building.

      He was left with just the bigger of the two, the one with the impenetrable skin.

      Gavin unsheathed his dagger. Though the two men were unarmed, he didn’t feel shame at using a weapon. They had been the ones to come at him. Then again, he had been the one to track them in the first place, so perhaps this was partly on him.

      The attacker lumbered toward him. The streetlight flashed briefly, illuminating the man, and Gavin frowned at the unsettling sight in front of him. The man’s face was almost featureless, remarkably smooth. Though he had what appeared to be eye sockets, there were no eyes within them. His nose was a misshapen lump on his face, and there was no mouth to speak of.

      Gavin groaned. The man himself was the enchantment.

      An incredibly detailed one, and quite lifelike. He didn’t know if Mekel was responsible for it, but it was exactly the kind of thing the enchanter would’ve used. Then again, he typically made animals, not humanoids.

      And Gavin doubted Mekel would’ve attacked him.

      He shifted his focus. No longer did he have any reason to hold out. He wouldn’t be able to interrogate an enchantment. He spun and kicked, but the stone enchantment grabbed his leg and whipped him up.

      Gavin twisted, trying to regain control over the spin. As he came down, he sliced his dagger into the enchantment’s shoulder. The stone shattered and the arm cracked, but it didn’t fall off.

      “What’s going on?”

      Gavin didn’t need the distraction of Wrenlow’s chatter in his ear, but at the same time, maybe Wrenlow could give him information. He ducked behind a bells tree, careful to avoid the sharp leaves.

      “I’m apparently facing a pair of stone enchantments that look like a man,” Gavin explained.

      “The two enchantments look like one man?”

      “Like two different men,” he clarified. “One big, one little—both trying to kill me.”

      “Can you stop them?” Wrenlow asked.

      “What do you think I’m trying to do?”

      “I don’t know. I’m just trying to offer advice.”

      “I doubt you can offer me any advice from where you are,” Gavin said.

      The smaller of the two had gotten back up.

      Of course he had. He wasn’t human, so he didn’t have to recover.

      Gavin switched to his sword. He wasn’t as comfortable fighting with the sword as he was by hand, but if he was going to have to bring down a pair of stone enchantments, it was going to be with the sword. He swung the blade, trying to keep the two off of him, at least to give himself enough space. He needed to figure out what was going on here.

      “How long have you been following them?” Wrenlow asked.

      Gavin frowned. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Well, an enchantment like that would be challenging to make, wouldn’t it?”

      “It would be,” Gavin agreed, nodding as he said so.

      “If it’s hard to make, don’t you think it would take a skilled enchanter?” Wrenlow asked.

      “I’m not sure there are too many enchanters who have the skill to make these,” Gavin said. “Let alone control them like that.”

      The larger enchantment lumbered toward him, and Gavin brought his arms up, blocking a strange underhand punch. It wasn’t how any human fighter would have come at him. He had to twist, swinging his blade, and almost crashed into the smaller enchantment.

      “I don’t think Mekel is responsible for this,” Gavin added.

      “What about any of the others who work with Zella?”

      Gavin jumped, spinning, and tried to stab down on the larger of the two with the sword. But he missed, only managing to push him in the back. His stone clothing was difficult to penetrate with the sword, and the blade bounced off uselessly.

      “She doesn’t have anybody who can do anything quite like this,” Gavin said.

      He thought of Alana. She worked in paper, though, and her enchantments were incredibly powerful.

      “When you finish this, you could go ask,” Wrenlow said.

      “Thanks. You’re really helpful.”

      “Well, I suppose I could send out word myself.”

      Gavin jumped onto the larger man and tried to stab him but was jerked free. He twisted while in the air, landing on his feet. “Oh, now you want to help?”

      “Don’t be like that,” Wrenlow said.

      Gavin ducked a blow coming at him, bringing his arms up and then carving with the blade. It struck the stone, which shattered. He spun again and kicked out, sending his heel into one enchantment’s belly.

      At least now he had a better handle on what he was doing.

      He put his back up against one of the nearby warehouse buildings. It was darker here, and the shadows would have made it difficult for a regular attacker to see him clearly if they didn’t have enchanted eyesight like he did. These weren’t human, though, and he didn’t know if they had any real limitations.

      He kicked his heel back out again, catching the smaller of the two enchantments as he tried to come at Gavin. He followed it with a fist and then jabbed with his dagger.

      This time, there was a reassuring crumble of stone. The enchantment started to crack, and Gavin drove his knee into its chest. The enchantment shattered completely.

      He nodded to himself.

      That hadn’t been so—

      Something grabbed him from behind.

      Balls.

      The larger of the two trapped him. Gavin’s arms were trapped on either side of him, and he couldn’t move. He couldn’t even breathe as the stone enchantment used its powerful grip to squeeze him.

      Gavin tried to kick, but he couldn’t get enough momentum to drive power behind it. And if the enchantment kept holding on to him like this, Gavin wasn’t going to be able to get free.

      He had to try something different.

      He wanted to twist, turn, but even that wasn’t going to work. The only other option he had was to focus on his core reserves. He needed to control the power within him.

      Gavin concentrated, worried he didn’t have much time. This stone enchantment was crushing him, squeezing with everything it could. Gavin didn’t know how much longer he could hold out. If it broke him, he would heal—faster than most would—but he wasn’t sure he could get away.

      As he called upon the core reserves, he tried to think about the technique he needed to use. He was not breaking through magic, at least not directly. This was about using the energy within him to explode outward and break free of whatever binding this enchantment had around him.

      He would be the Chain Breaker.

      Or, more aptly, he would be the Stone Enchantment Breaker.

      He felt the power filling him. He hadn’t mastered the energy of the El’aras ring he wore, which he couldn’t take off, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t be useful. All he needed was a hint of that strength.

      He tried to tap into it. All too often, that strength was like a fleeting promise of power, but not anything he could actually reach for and utilize when he wanted to. He felt it there, the promise of something more, but it was also not anywhere near what he wanted.

      This time, it surged through him. There was no control over it.

      Anna had warned him. She had been trying to help him gain control over the power of the ring, and over himself, but that hadn’t been successful. Not yet.

      He exploded outward, and the stone enchantment was thrown back.

      Gavin was freed.

      The power of the ring fizzled out again. At least it had helped him escape.

      Now he had only his core reserves. That was better than nothing.

      He darted forward. The enchantment still hadn’t shattered like the other. Gavin wasn’t about to leave something like this out in the street, not without knowing what it was and why it was here. He flung his fist into the stone enchantment and immediately regretted it as pain throbbed through his hand.

      Even with his core reserves empowering him, there were limits to what he could do.

      He backed away and then thrust his blade into the enchantment. He tried to strengthen the El’aras sword with his core reserves, but he hadn’t been able to call on enough power to send it through the blade. Still, Gavin heard a shattering sound.

      Closer. Just a little more and I can break it.

      He jumped back, bringing his El’aras sword up, and then slammed it forward again. This time, he was able to channel enough power within him to push it through the blade. Energy crackled.

      This time the stone enchantment started to crack, brittle now.

      Gavin leapt back once more and then drove forward with the heel of his foot in as powerful a kick as he could muster. He must’ve been calling on his core reserves as he had because the enchantment finally shattered, sending stone fragments all throughout the street.

      He swept his gaze around, looking for any other attackers that might be close by, but he didn’t see anything. Out here on the outskirts of Yoran, that was the way it should have been.

      Gavin took a deep breath. His hands ached where he’d hit the enchantments. His shoulders throbbed from trying to stab his sword into the stone. He doubted the blade was blunted in any way, being enchanted by El’aras magic, but he would still need to check. He might even need to try to sharpen it.

      “Are you going to get back to me?”

      He hadn’t realized Wrenlow had been talking to him.

      “Sorry about that,” Gavin said. He slipped his sword back into the sheath, then stuffed his dagger in as well. “The stone enchantments are down.”

      “That took you longer than I expected.”

      “They were more powerful than I expected.”

      There was a moment of silence on the other end. “Where were you when you first saw them?”

      “I detected a surge of magic to the southeast of the city,” Gavin said. “When I got there, I followed them here.”

      “You didn’t see the source of the magic?” Wrenlow asked.

      He shook his head. “Not really. I could feel it, but I didn’t know where it was coming from.”

      Wrenlow was quiet again.

      Gavin furrowed his brow. “What’s going on?”

      “It’s just that this seems more potent than I would’ve expected. And more than you did too, from what you’re saying.”

      Gavin sighed. “Something’s going on.”

      “Right. Now we have to figure out if this is tied to you or to the city, or even…”

      When Wrenlow didn’t finish, Gavin laughed. “Go on. You can say what you’re thinking.”

      “Well, I can’t help but think that we have another element in the city complicating things. I know you haven’t shared too much with the constables about your friends, but it’s possible they have something to do with this.”

      “I have never known the El’aras to use enchantments. And have certainly never known them to do anything like this.”

      “I’m not saying they’re the ones using the enchantments,” Wrenlow said quickly.

      Gavin could easily imagine Wrenlow working through his notes, trying to piece together some puzzle only he could see. His friend had one of the sharpest minds he’d ever worked with, which made him valuable to Gavin—a value Gavin feared losing.

      And he would lose it. Eventually.

      With each passing day, Gavin could feel Wrenlow, and everything within Yoran, starting to slip away from him. As he studied with Anna and tried to master the magic within him, he could feel something changing. More than that, he could feel that something had to change. He needed it to, if only so that he could better understand himself, and better understand who he was meant to be.

      There was still the issue of what Tristan had been training him for and why. What had he been trying to turn Gavin into? He’d been searching for word on Tristan but had found nothing. It was as if he didn’t exist—and hadn’t come to the city in the first place. Gavin might have to leave Yoran to find out more about his old mentor.

      Yet one more reason he might have to leave.

      Whatever was going on remained tied to Tristan. He had wanted to use Gavin. He might even still be doing so.

      “I’m just saying we need to at least consider the possibility that the El’aras are responsible for this,” Wrenlow said. “Or that somebody is after the El’aras. That’s all.”

      Gavin looked at the pile of stone debris on the ground in front of him. He shook his head. “That’s all?”

      “Well, I have other ideas, but I didn’t think you wanted to hear them.”

      “Why don’t I come back to the Dragon and we can see what you’ve come up with?”

      Wrenlow was quiet for a moment. “I was hoping to be off duty for the rest of the night.”

      Olivia.

      More and more often, Wrenlow wanted to be off duty, as he called it. Not that Gavin could blame him. Wrenlow was a young man, and he had been alone for long enough. He’d traveled with Gavin, working with him, but Wrenlow didn’t need to be like Gavin.

      “You take whatever time you want,” Gavin told him.

      “Are you sure? You know I don’t have to—”

      “I’m sure. Besides, I still have a few more leads to check on. I’m determined to figure out where some of those clusters of enchantments have been disappearing to.”

      “You have the other locations I gave you?”

      Gavin snorted. “You’ve mentioned them, you gave me a list, and I wouldn’t be surprised if you’ve painted me a picture.”

      “I haven’t been that obnoxious,” Wrenlow said.

      Gavin glanced once again to the debris in the street before heading away to the places he still had to investigate.

      It was all tied to what the Captain had done in the days before he had liquidated his cache of enchantments. Some of them had been stored in warehouses, resecured by Gavin and Gaspar, but others had managed to slip away. As far as they had been able to tell, there were still clusters of enchantments all throughout the city. He would return them to Zella and the other enchanters so that they could decide what to do with all of them.

      “You can call if you need me,” Wrenlow said.

      Gavin laughed. “Not if you’re with Olivia.”

      “I can still listen.”

      “No. Please. Take the enchantment off. I don’t want any more accidents.”

      “About that. I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to trigger it—”

      “I don’t want to talk about it anymore,” Gavin said. “But have a nice time. And ask her if any of the enchanters can make lifelike stone enchantments like these. If you find that out, at least send word to me.”

      “I will.”

      Gavin slipped along the street, waiting for Wrenlow to speak up again, but he didn’t.

      It was strange. In one sense, it was peaceful. There had been a time when he had never taken a job with somebody chiming in his ear. He didn’t necessarily need the assistance, though the more he had worked with Wrenlow, the more he had come to appreciate him, regardless of how much he might speak up and interrupt Gavin’s missions.

      But maybe it was time for him to get used to working alone again.

      He felt another surge of magic, something powerful and unlikely to be enchanters, and Gavin hurried toward it. He had promised the constables that he would offer some measure of protection to the city. He was determined to do that. Even if it meant doing it alone.
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      It wasn’t the reaching of magic that was difficult for Gavin, as it had been in the past. Gavin now understood that what he’d long called his core reserves were something else, some hidden piece of himself that tapped into the magic he possessed as part El’aras, but a magic he had never known before. Now that he had it, he could feel that power flowing into him, and it bubbled deep within him, yet he still was sore from fighting the enchantments the night before.

      “Just hold on to it,” Anna said.

      She stood across from Gavin in the large stone warehouse they had chosen for their practice sessions. The building was empty, since anything in it would have been destroyed otherwise. He had picked this place because it was where Cyran had attacked him before, but also because there was a certain magical presence he could practically feel, something that pushed inward, containing the power he might summon. He didn’t want to cause any disruption anywhere else in the city, and he certainly didn’t want the constables to know he was practicing like this.

      The warehouse was dim, the only illumination coming from the single lantern Anna had brought. The El’aras-made lantern had some sort of enchantment that cast a blue glow, radiating out and flowing beyond the cylindrical shape. Its light drifted into the rest of the warehouse, where it left shadows looming in the distance.

      “You must manage to maintain your hold, Gavin Lorren.”

      Anna’s fingers were pressed together, and a serene expression was fixed on her beautiful face. Every so often, she would cock her head to the side, golden hair falling around her shoulders, as if studying him for an answer he couldn’t provide. Then she would frown.

      Her disappointment in him was evident. And given all of their practice so far and how little of the power he had mastered, it wasn’t altogether surprising that she would be disappointed.

      “It’s not the holding that’s the challenge,” Gavin said.

      He glanced over to the door, where a pair of El’aras warriors stood watch. Since Anna had decided to remain in Yoran, several warriors had come to the city as her guardians, including Thomas, the old El’aras warrior who Gavin had fought when he’d first encountered the El’aras. They hadn’t spoken much to Gavin in the time they’d been in the city, but he didn’t really expect them to.

      She shook her head, giving a soft tsk. “Only because you have chosen to make it difficult,” she said.

      Gavin turned back to her. Chosen. He would have scoffed at that if he wasn’t trying to maintain his connection as much as he was. It was a very different type of learning than what he had done when he had trained with Tristan years ago. This was no less intense, but it was a distinct type of intensity that left him equally exhausted, but for entirely different reasons.

      “I have the power within me,” he said.

      “Then hold it,” Anna said. “You must let it fill you, and you must become aware of it at all times. That power must stay with you so that you recognize it and it flows through every bit of your being.”

      Gavin resisted the urge to laugh. There was no point in doing so. She was incredibly serious about what she expected from him, even when he couldn’t fathom just how to hold on to the power the way she described. From what he had seen, she intended for him to master some great power he couldn’t envision, and she expected him to have control he could not have.

      “You said that the last time we worked, and it’s no easier this time than it was then.”

      “The last time, you refused to let it flow through you,” Anna said. She managed to be far calmer than he felt.

      For some reason, whenever he tried to reach for this power and hold it the way she described, it seemed to amplify his agitation.

      “I did let it flow through me,” Gavin said. He glanced over to the warriors again before turning back to Anna.

      “Last time, you held on to it briefly, but you did not let it flow through you. It is why I continue to encourage you to do so,” she said. Her hands were still pressed in front of her, and she stood in an almost statuesque pose.

      “Is this how you learned?” he asked.

      “It is not. But then again, as I was raised among the El’aras people, there has been no reason for me to learn differently.”

      Gavin grunted. It wasn’t the first time she had made a comment like that.

      He knew he was old compared to when the El’aras first trained in understanding their magic. This made it more difficult for him, though supposedly not impossible. She claimed he could still learn to touch his power—it was just a matter of him trying to grasp the complexities of the magic, and to come to terms with what it meant for him.

      “Why don’t we practice the way you practice?” he asked.

      “Because I fear we do not have the time,” Anna said. She broke her concentration, setting her hands part, and looked over to him. “If there was the time to give you decades to master your connection to it, perhaps we would not need to rush. Unfortunately, you do not have that time, and neither do I.”

      “Decades?”

      It was the first time Anna had suggested her age.

      “That is what you choose to focus on?” Anna asked.

      “I’m trying to understand. If you’re decades old—”

      “How old do you think Tristan was?”

      Gavin shrugged. “To be honest, I hadn’t given it that much thought.”

      “Older than you would believe,” she said softly. “And that is because he is descended from the same people as you, Gavin Lorren. You have the same potential.”

      It was a sobering realization to learn what would happen to him over time. Maybe it made sense for him to come to know the El’aras better. If they would age similarly to him, then he wouldn’t have to feel as if he would lose his connection to others. Not the way he did lately.

      “Now,” Anna said, “we will try this again. As I instructed you previously, I want you to focus on what you find within yourself. I ask that you feel for that power and let that energy flow through you.”

      “I’d rather hear more about your training.”

      She shook her head slightly and regarded him for a few moments. She did that from time to time, and Gavin hadn’t managed to figure out why he bothered her as much as he did. Maybe it was just that he was the Chain Breaker, or perhaps it was his unknown El’aras heritage. Regardless, he had a feeling that she had hesitations about working with him.

      “It matters little to what must be done now,” she stated. “As I have said, we do not have the luxury of time that I had.”

      “I’m still curious,” Gavin said.

      “If you are curious, then you may come stay with the El’aras. In fact, given how much you still must learn about the power inside of you, that might be best. You would be permitted.”

      “Permitted?” he asked, and he started to grin. “I didn’t realize you would refuse me.”

      “Yes, permitted. It is not a guarantee that you would be allowed to spend time with the El’aras were you not of our stock. Because of what you have done and how you’ve proven yourself, you would be authorized to stay.”

      Once again, she hesitated. She watched him, and the gleam in her eyes suggested to Gavin that she wanted to say something to him but wasn’t quite sure what.

      He knew it didn’t have to do with the magic she was trying to teach him. She’d been open with that and had shared everything she seemed to know, even if she didn’t believe he would have the time to learn how to control his power quite as well as she did.

      Maybe it had more to do with the fact that she was the Risen Shard.

      He still didn’t understand what that truly meant. She was royalty, of a sort, which was probably why she hesitated now. She probably felt that working with him was a waste of her time.

      Perhaps it was.

      “And that would mean—”

      “That would mean you would study and learn the way an El’aras would.”

      “Decades,” Gavin said.

      She shrugged. “Would that be so intolerable?”

      “Not intolerable,” Gavin said, shaking his head.

      He looked around the dark warehouse and remembered the fighting that had taken place here. He had nearly lost Wrenlow, but he had done everything in his power to ensure that his friend was returned safely. Gavin had chosen this place because of that magical connection, and the fact that the building hadn’t been destroyed when magic had been used here. The building itself appeared old, ancient enough that he thought a layer of protection might keep it safe and give them the opportunity to practice without interruption.

      Gavin let out a long sigh. “Just not practical.”

      “That is why I am here instead.”

      He stepped back. “At least tell me how the training you go through is different.”

      “We learn to hold on to what you call your core reserves. It becomes a part of us.”

      “You do that constantly?”

      Anna nodded. “It becomes one with us. We access it and learn to fill it. The longer we master that control, the easier it becomes for us to use that power consistently.”

      Even trying to hold on to that power for a stretch of time left Gavin weakened. He couldn’t imagine doing so indefinitely, and certainly couldn’t fathom trying to maintain that hold while doing everything to operate under the energy indefinitely.

      “Some find that reaching that connection is difficult. We have never understood the reason why some feel it is a part of themselves, whereas others find it held back from them.” She gave him a small smile. “But all of us have the potential.”

      “I’m not full El’aras, though,” Gavin said.

      At least, he didn’t think he was. He didn’t really know what he was or how he had that ability, only that he had come to suspect he was only half El’aras, the same as Tristan.

      “Perhaps not,” she said.

      Gavin smiled. “Perhaps?”

      Anna hesitated a moment, then swept her gaze down to the lantern. “When I first met you, I thought you were from one of the other families.”

      “You thought that I was El’aras?”

      She tipped her head slightly. “I did. Even now, I cannot say you are less than full El’aras.”

      “I doubt Tristan would’ve been able to find me if I were full El’aras,” he said.

      “Perhaps not, but you have demonstrated things I find concerning.”

      “How so?” Gavin took a step back. “You’ve mentioned your concern before.”

      She said nothing.

      “What is it?”

      “There are aspects of my fate that I have yet to fully understand.”

      Gavin laughed. “Your fate? As in the Fates?”

      She shook her head, turning away from him briefly. He couldn’t see what she did, though she reached into her pocket. Was she grabbing the Shard she carried? Gavin doubted she would keep it with her so openly, though he didn’t know what she had done with it while she was here with him.

      “Nothing like that,” she said. “My people do not believe in that type of power, though the Fates took on a moniker that refers to them as something more. Unfortunately, it alludes to a greater sense of purpose. Much like I have a greater sense of purpose.”

      “And that’s why you don’t want to be here. I’m interrupting whatever purpose you have.”

      She watched him. “I wonder if perhaps I do need to be here.”

      “To help me find my purpose?”

      She didn’t answer right away.

      “What concerns you about me?” he asked again.

      There was another bit of tension in her eyes, but when it eased, she breathed out slowly and regarded him again. “Many things, Gavin Lorren. For one, your tolerance for the sh’rasn. It is beyond what most of the El’aras would be able to take of the substance. There is something to the demands of it that overwhelm even the people with the most potent magic.”

      Gavin started to smile as he glanced over to the door. He knew he should be careful with his reactions, since he suspected that the other two El’aras standing guard were listening. Likely everything he said would get back to Thomas in some way, which Gavin didn’t really want to deal with unless he had to.

      “So you’re impressed by my tolerance,” he said.

      “I did not mean it as a compliment, at least not the kind of compliment you take it as. I mean it merely as a way of sharing with you that it is intriguing you have the ability to tolerate what you do.”

      Gavin had recognized that there was something about the sh’rasn that worried her, and it was more than just his ability to tolerate the powder. There was some other aspect to it that she hadn’t told him, but she didn’t need to. Not at this point. Now that he had taken it multiple times, he recognized how it felt and the power it granted him.

      “You said, ‘for one,’” Gavin said.

      Anna nodded. “For one. The connection you have has demonstrated that you can have control over power. I suspect that your training helped you in that understanding, and allowed you to master what our people struggle with.”

      “My training helped me endure things I should not ever have to,” Gavin said softly.

      “No,” she agreed. “Even our most dedicated warriors do not suffer the way you did, but at the same time, you have demonstrated skill that rivals our greatest champions.”

      He flicked his gaze over to the door where the two El’aras were standing guard, and one of them twitched just a little bit. Enough that he knew they were listening.

      He shook his head again. “You’re going to upset them by making comments like that.”

      “They understand what you are capable of. They have seen the Chain Breaker.”

      “That’s not the reason they stayed, though,” Gavin said.

      He’d been trying to figure it out. In the weeks Anna had remained within Yoran, she had tried to instruct him, but it was a slow process, far slower than anything Gavin had ever done before. She continued teaching him, helping him master a way to not only hold on to the magic but to use it in a controlled fashion. In the time he’d been working with her, he’d found that he could call his core reserves more easily, though even that had not been all that difficult for him before. He’d been reliant on it lately, especially since learning that it was some magical store of power, and had begun to use it far more often than he thought was probably safe.

      That was part of the problem. Tristan had trained him to reach for that store of power only when he was in a desperate situation, and not to rely on it. Tristan had wanted him to learn how to fight his way out of any circumstance, and use his core reserves only when he would otherwise fail. It was why Gavin had hesitated when he had learned that it was magic.

      But that was the mistake. Gavin had this magic as a part of him, and it was for him to call upon, to use, to draw on so that he could compete. And as Anna had told him, it was no different than training in his fighting skills. Why shouldn’t he use something that was a part of him?

      “My guards came because they chose to protect me. I stayed for my own reasons,” Anna said. She regarded his hands, then glanced back to his eyes. “The moment you placed the ring on, you demonstrated something else.”

      Gavin looked down at the stone ring encircling his middle finger. He had tried to take it off multiple times, but there was something about the ring that had solidified to him. It didn’t hurt, but he simply could not remove it. He was tempted to try twisting it off and tearing it free again, but he’d already been unsuccessful. He doubted he would have any more luck now.

      Even so, he could feel the energy within the ring, as if he were meant to be aware of it. The feeling suggested there was some other power that flowed through him, more than just his own core reserves. This was something greater, a deeper source of energy he could access.

      “Toral power,” Gavin said.

      She smiled slightly. “When you come to understand what that means, perhaps you won’t think it quite the same, but yes, something similar to that. And it is because of that power that you needed greater help. It is because of that power that I could not leave you.”

      Gavin appreciated that she was willing to stay. Having Anna with him made it so that he felt as if he might actually learn to control magic. When he dealt with Tristan in the future, he would need every edge he had, especially because Tristan knew Gavin’s weaknesses.

      “I understand that it’s not Toral power, that it’s something different. It means something to the El’aras.” He tapped the hilt of the El’aras blade and looked up at her. “And so does this sword.”

      She hesitated, once again looking as if she wanted to say something.

      The longer he worked with her, the more he saw this hesitation and started to grow concerned about it. It had to do with him, he was certain. Maybe it was the ring, or perhaps it was his questionable El’aras heritage. Whatever it was, he needed her to expand on it. If they were going to continue working together, they couldn’t keep secrets from each other.

      She sighed. “We have not spoken much on the blade.”

      “I figured you didn’t want to.”

      “It is named. Did you know that?”

      Gavin shrugged. “Most old swords have names.”

      “Most do, but this one in particular has a name, though it’s difficult to say in your tongue. Tho’dostun’feith. Generally it would be translated as the light that comes before.”

      Gavin tried to repeat the name, though he found it difficult to say. “I might just call it Light. Why haven’t you told me before?”

      “Because I hadn’t decided what you needed to know,” Anna said. “To be honest, I am still uncertain. Were it not for the ring and…” She held his gaze for a long moment before shaking her head. “Perhaps that is enough. Were it not for that, I would not have so willingly stayed behind. There’s no doubt you need to learn more control over your power, but there are better places for you to master it, and better instructors for you to learn from.”

      “I don’t want a different instructor,” Gavin said.

      “You might say otherwise if you knew them,” she said. “I can offer you some education, but I cannot teach as well as those masters.”

      He unsheathed the blade. As soon as he did, the two warriors started toward him. Gavin turned, but he need not have. Anna held her hands up, and she tapped her fingers together lightly. He suspected it was an enchantment she used, some hidden way of communicating with them, something similar to the way Gaspar and Imogen communicated. The men immediately relaxed—as much as the two warriors would relax, anyway. They stepped back to the door.

      Gavin chuckled. “Are the two of them enough, if you were to need help?”

      “There are seven more outside,” Anna said.

      Gavin had known about three, but seven? It meant that there were far more El’aras within the city than he had realized.

      “I’m going to have to warn Davel,” he said.

      “The lead constable?”

      Gavin nodded.

      “They are not a threat to him. Besides, he will not even know they are there.”

      “I think you might be surprised. With all the enchantments he’s started placing around Yoran and his connection to magic, he likely does know.” And Gavin would want to make sure he didn’t try and attack the El’aras.

      She frowned. “Perhaps we should be more careful, then.”

      Gavin wasn’t sure that caution was going to make a difference. It was more a matter of the magic that existed, of the power that was there and how the constables were able to detect it. With enough enchantments, they would uncover the El’aras and maybe even have the ability to fight them. The constables were proud, especially Davel, and they believed they had the capacity to protect the city.

      “Don’t start any conflict within Yoran,” Gavin said. “I promised the constables I’d offer my protection to them.”

      She smiled. “I would like to see what would happen with that.”

      “You want to see me fight your people?”

      “Perhaps not mine,” she said.

      “Other families?”

      Anna went quiet.

      Gavin leaned toward her, noticing her floral scent. “What’s happening with the other families?”

      “I should not have said anything. It is not of your concern.”

      “If you’re here, then it is of my concern. Has something happened?”

      “There has not been any conflict within the families for many years,” she said. “Not since… well, not for many years.”

      Gavin remembered something—what Wrenlow had discovered of the El’aras when they’d first dealt with Anna. There were separate factions of El’aras. Families. Anna hadn’t shared anything about them, though Gavin hadn’t really asked, either.

      “That doesn’t mean it couldn’t come again,” he said. “We’ve already seen it.”

      She shook her head. “There have been some tensions among the various families, but nothing that I can’t soothe.”

      From her tone, Gavin wondered if that were true or not.

      “Why would there be tension?” He’d never really understood that, and Wrenlow hadn’t learned the key either.

      “There are some who believe that we should not have left these lands.”

      “They would’ve stayed and fought,” he said.

      That would have pitted the El’aras against the sorcerers, leaving those without power in the middle of the conflict. It would have been like what had happened in Yoran, only on a grander scale.

      Anna nodded. “They would’ve stayed. They would’ve fought. They would’ve enjoyed the conflict. Others believed it was not wise for us to do that, though. They believed we must take our leave from these lands, especially as sorcery began to take hold and the power rivaled what we could create.”

      “Do you think any of your people might be working with Tristan?”

      She smiled tightly. “I don’t know.”

      “What about with Cyran, when he was alive?”

      Cyran’s rapid increase in power, and the control he had demonstrated, left Gavin thinking there was something more to his training than what Tristan would’ve been able to accomplish. Gavin didn’t know what it was or what else to make of it, only that he believed that Cyran had another influence, perhaps another mentor, that led him to become the Apostle.

      “We questioned him when he was with us, but he did not reveal anything,” Anna said.

      “I get the feeling that bothers you.”

      She nodded. “He had training I did not expect.” She took a deep breath and turned her attention away from the warrior standing guard at the door, then looked back to Gavin. “You have delayed long enough, Gavin Lorren.”

      “I didn’t realize I was delaying,” he said.

      “You have been. I can tell that you’re trying to avoid what I’ve asked of you.”

      Gavin laughed. “If this is how I avoid work, then you’ll hate to see it when I actively try.”

      “It’s not so much that you are deliberately doing it, it’s that you have begun to question whether what I am asking of you must be done.”

      “You want me to hold on to my core reserves and pull all that power through me, then let it sit within me so I can become one with the energy.”

      “That is what I’m asking,” Anna said. “Once you do that, then you can begin to understand the more complex uses of it.”

      “Such as how you use patterns and spells and—”

      “We are not sorcerers,” she said.

      “You don’t use patterns and spells?”

      “Patterns are part of the natural world. We use aspects of the natural world to enhance our connection to it and the power we possess, but spells are the work of sorcerers. They must use incantations, with plants and potions and other ways to augment their power.”

      Gavin wondered if all El’aras felt the way she did about sorcery or if it was something particular to Anna, given what she’d gone through with Cyran.

      “So once I learn to hold on to that power and become one with it, I can use it to…”

      “To create the necessary patterns of power that will allow you to use your connection however you choose. Perhaps you will choose to use it to fight. Or use it more defensively. Or use it to heal.” She smiled tightly. “All things are possible. It depends on the intent, and what you decide to do with it.”

      Gavin took a deep breath. “I will do as you ask.”

      “Until you gain control over this, it’s not safe for you to wear that ring.”

      Gavin looked down at the ring. “Somebody else could have it if they can take it from me.”

      “The ring is an artifact of power. It has chosen, much like you had chosen by using it. It bonds the two of you.” Anna nodded, and there was a solemn expression on her face this time. “We have not spoken much about the ring, but as you continue to understand your power, you will need to understand the power within the ring as well.”

      It was a matter of opening himself up to his core reserves of power, and as he focused on that energy, he could feel it bubbling deep within him. That energy was there, as it had been ever since he had learned to access it.

      It was some hidden part of himself. When Gavin had first learned of that magic, he had thought it was some reserve of strength, some part of him that he held back when he was fighting. Now that he understood that it was magic, it made more sense as to why it would be hidden there, almost as if some part of his mind was being shielded from him. In order to access it, Gavin had to push through that shield to dive into that power and pull it up from some place deep inside him. As he did, he felt it sliding through him. A slow warmth began to build, working through his belly, and then began to flow.

      Control was more difficult these days, especially since he had put on the ring.

      As soon as he reached for it this time, Gavin realized that there was something wrong. He couldn’t always use the ring’s power. Most of the time, he failed completely.

      This time, he hadn’t.

      “I’ve gone too quickly,” he said, looking up at Anna.

      “Just relax,” she said.

      “I don’t know if I can.”

      He tried to fix the power within him, but even as he did, he could feel the energy starting to overwhelm him. It bubbled up, uncontrolled.

      He had felt that before, but not since he had started working with Anna. It was almost as if she had helped him contain that power, to prevent him from losing control of it. For whatever reason, now he could feel it building.

      Gavin tried to relax. When that didn’t work, he shifted to another approach.

      If he could push back that power, he wouldn’t have to fear it. He tried to tamp it down, but he could tell that it would not be feasible.

      “I have to use it,” he said.

      “You cannot,” she told him.

      “I have to. It’s coming out of me.”

      Anna tapped her fingers quickly, and the two warriors raced over toward him.

      Gavin shook his head. “You need to go.”

      “They are here to protect you—”

      “I don’t need their protection. I need them to protect you.”

      Gavin looked over to them, locking eyes with the nearest one. He had crystal-blue eyes, close-cropped blond hair, and a strong chin. He was tall—slightly taller than Gavin, and with an athletic build. Something in the way he moved suggested that he was incredibly comfortable with the sword sheathed at his side, and that he would be able to use it quite effectively.

      “Take Anna from here,” Gavin ordered.

      She started to object, but the two El’aras guided her away.

      Gavin had to focus on his power, trying to push it down, but he couldn’t. He felt it build, and it was coming with more force and energy than he intended.

      He had to figure out some way to control it.

      Unfortunately, now that he was connected to the ring and the power within him, he didn’t know if there would be any way for him to control it.

      He kept trying, though. He tried to hold on to it, to tamp that energy down and use whatever he could to mitigate this power, but that power continued to bubble and boil.

      Gavin looked over toward the door. Anna and the other El’aras were gone.

      Maybe if he let a bit of that power leach out from him…

      He tried, but it burst out from him in an uncontrolled force. As soon as it started to erupt, he knew he’d made a mistake.

      The power exploded in a circle around him as he screamed.

      And then it was gone, the energy released.

      Gavin looked around him.

      He’d destroyed the warehouse.
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      Gavin made a circuit of the remnants of the building. It wasn’t just the warehouse that he had destroyed. It was a wonder he hadn’t been crushed under its weight, by the rock and the debris that had collapsed. The stone overhead had almost seemed to dissolve with the force of his blast.

      He found Anna outside on the street, arguing with three of the El’aras, including Thomas. Thomas was an older-looking man, with a hint of wrinkles in the corners of his eyes. They gave him the appearance of age that some of the El’aras didn’t show, which left Gavin thinking that he had to be impossibly old. His hair had streaks of gray in it, and his crystal-blue eyes looked at everything with suspicion.

      Gavin headed over to them, and he shook his head. “This is my fault.”

      Thomas turned away from Anna and stepped in between her and Gavin, jaw clenched. He stood with his shoulders stiff, the fading sunlight catching the deep-blue fabric of his jacket and pants, which made them seem almost regal.

      “This is your fault.”

      “I told her to leave,” Gavin said. “I knew I didn’t have control over it.”

      Thomas opened his mouth as if to say something but turned back to Anna, shaking his head. “I warned you that you should not be working with him, that he was dangerous, especially given what we know about him and what is to come. I warned you that—”

      “I understand that you did,” Anna said. She pushed past Thomas, and she watched Gavin. “And given what we have seen here, he needs my help more than I had believed before.”

      “You should not be here,” Thomas said to her. “You know what happened the last time you were here.”

      “I understand quite well what happened then.” She frowned at Thomas with a hardness in her gaze that was enough to make him take a step back. “Much like I know that Gavin Lorren was the one to have ensured my safety at that time. He also made sure the Shard did not fall into the hands of the Sorcerer’s Society. I shudder to think what they would’ve done had they gained control of that ancient power.”

      When she turned back to Gavin, he could practically feel Thomas’s gaze lingering on him. Not only was there a weight within it, but there was an anger that seethed there as well.

      “I sent her away,” Gavin said again. “I recognized what was happening, and I—”

      “You had no control. If you had any control, this would not have happened.” Thomas’s glare softened only a little.

      “It is because of his lack of control that I’m here,” Anna said.

      The other El’aras stood several paces back, though Gavin suspected they were listening in just like they had inside the warehouse.

      “He has the ring,” Anna said. “It is the reason for this. Unfortunately, until he learns enough control over it, we must offer whatever we can to help him grasp that level of control.”

      “He should not have the ring,” Thomas said, his gaze drifting to Gavin’s hand.

      She cocked her head to the side. “Would you rather be the one to bear it?”

      “I would gladly take on that responsibility. I would ensure it was used to unite rather than divide.”

      Anna watched him with an edge to her that Gavin hadn’t seen before. “The ring chose otherwise.”

      Thomas inhaled slowly and narrowed his eyes at Gavin. They had not gotten along well the first time they met, but that was partly because Gavin had attacked Thomas. Since then, Gavin thought they had found a measure of a workable relationship. Then again, now that he had destroyed the building where they’d been practicing, he figured he deserved some of Thomas’s ire.

      “If either of you can tell me how to get the ring off, you’re welcome to it,” Gavin said. “I don’t want it.”

      And he didn’t think he needed it. At this point, all he wanted was to continue to work on controlling his connection to magic. He didn’t need to make it any worse by having this ring, which accentuated what he could do but also made it even more difficult to control that power. Unfortunately, so far, he didn’t have any choice in the matter.

      “It doesn’t work like that,” Thomas said. “If the ring chose you and you chose it, then there is nothing more I can do.”

      “There’s no other way to remove it? If you know how, you’re welcome to do so,” Gavin said.

      Thomas breathed out. “This is a mistake,” he said. “Look at this city. They will blame us.”

      Gavin looked around the street. At least three buildings had been completely destroyed, and several others were equally damaged, though had not fully collapsed. This part of the city had been run-down, yet it had been mostly intact—until now. That he was responsible for its destruction bothered him.

      He hadn’t come to Yoran to cause trouble. Gavin had come for a friend, and he had stayed because of others he had begun to care about. He wanted to protect the city as much as he could, not lead to its entire destruction. Even worse was that this wasn’t the first building he had destroyed.

      If he stayed, would there be others?

      The debris filled the center of one section of the street. The air hung heavy with dust, and there was a strange odor everywhere. It took Gavin a few moments to realize what that odor was. Magic.

      The smell came from the magic he had pulled upon, the magic he controlled. Or, at least that he attempted to control.

      He did not do so very well.

      “They aren’t going to blame you,” he said. “This is on me.”

      He didn’t know what he was going to tell Davel, or whether there would be anything he could even say as an apology.

      It had to be more than just apologizing to Davel.

      As far as Gavin knew, all these buildings were empty. It was part of the reason he’d wanted to work in this part of the city. No one could be potentially injured—though, admittedly, Gavin hadn’t been terribly concerned about that, but more so about who might be able to detect the magic they used. With everything he had called upon, there was a distinct possibility that someone else might recognize he was practicing with power. That would only draw attention to the fact that there was magic used in the city.

      Given that magic had been forbidden decades ago, Gavin worried about revealing his connection to it. At the same time, the constables had started to use magic more openly with their enchantments, and they’d welcomed those who had access to it.

      Anna watched him silently. He wanted her to say something. At the same time, maybe it was better if she didn’t. She had come here because of him, to train him and help him understand his magic, and this was how he had repaid her. He had demonstrated a lack of control over his power, and because of what he had done, he had endangered her and the other El’aras in Yoran.

      “You should get going,” Gavin said. “I can come find you later.”

      Anna continued to watch him, and she swept her gaze along the street. “We can help clean up,” she suggested.

      Thomas’s jaw dropped slightly, almost was enough to make Gavin laugh.

      Gavin had the impression that Thomas had rarely done any real work. He might be a skilled fighter, but there was a difference between training to fight and doing manual labor. There was something about him that screamed of a man who was accustomed to others doing the work for him.

      “I think it would be better if you weren’t here when the constables arrive,” Gavin said. “I don’t know how they’ll react, but I can imagine what it will be like.”

      “You do not need to take the blame for this,” she said.

      “I do. This is my fault, after all, and had I followed what you were trying to tell me, I would have never had the same problem, so…”

      She shook her head, but Thomas tapped her on the arm. They started to walk away, and Gavin knew where she was going to go. She’d been spending most of her time in the forest surrounding the city.

      As they disappeared from view, Gavin started to make his way around the debris.

      “This was impressive,” a voice said.

      Gavin spun to see one of the El’aras across the narrow street from him, leaning against a building as he watched Gavin. He was one of the guards that had been in the warehouse with them. He appeared younger, though Gavin had no idea how old he actually was.

      “She didn’t have you go with her?” Gavin asked.

      “She thinks somebody needs to stay with you. And help you clear some of this debris. She figures I’m strong enough for that.”

      “And how does Thomas feel about that?”

      The El’aras shrugged. “He doesn’t care. Well, perhaps he does.” He leaned forward. “You made sure she got out of there before this happened.”

      “I didn’t want her to get hurt.”

      “I think Thomas recognizes that. If he did, maybe he would appreciate you more.” He broke into a grin. “I certainly appreciate you. I haven’t seen destruction like this in quite some time.”

      “You don’t have to laugh about it,” Gavin said, looking to a pile of stone near him. There wasn’t going to be any clean up here. He’d have to admit to the constables what he’d done.

      “I don’t? It seems pretty funny to me.”

      “Only because you aren’t the one responsible for it.”

      “Exactly.” He chuckled again. “You really have the ring?”

      Gavin held his hand out, revealing the ring on his finger.

      The El’aras whistled. “I heard somebody had claimed it.”

      “You heard?”

      “She hasn’t told us much about it. I’ve been listening.”

      “I know,” Gavin said.

      “She would prefer that we not, but…” He tapped his ear. “Can’t really help my hearing. Naturally enhanced, as it were.”

      “I wouldn’t know.”

      “Because you’re not doing what she’s trying to teach you to do. You hold your power the way she wants, and you can keep enhanced, too,” he said. He glanced in the direction along the street where Anna had disappeared. “I remember some of those lessons. I was pretty young then, so they were different for me than they are for you, but I remember them.” He smirked, crouching near a pile of debris. He traced a sharp pattern, then pressed his hand down. Some of the stone cracked as he did. “They tell you that you have to hold on to that power. While it’s easy enough to try, there are times when tapping into that power isn’t always as simple as they make it sound.”

      “It’s not the accessing of power that’s the difficulty,” Gavin said. What if he could do something similar as the El’aras and turn the stone to dust? He had done something like that before.

      “No? What is it for you, then?” He stopped at another pile of stone, using his power on it again.

      “It’s more about what I do once I tap into it.”

      “I see. No control. She’s right, you know.”

      “She’s right about what?” Gavin asked.

      “You have to let the power flow through you. When you do, you can start to feel something more with it. It has to become a part of you.” As if to demonstrate, he traced another pattern, and the stone shattered, turning into a faint tracing of dust.

      Gavin tried to mimic it. He followed the pattern—something he had a natural ability with—but couldn’t push the same power out that the El’aras managed. “I thought it was a part of me. That’s why I’m able to draw upon it.”

      “There is a difference between drawing upon it and drawing upon it, if you know what I mean.”

      “I really don’t,” Gavin said.

      The El’aras smiled at him. “You will. The more you work with her, the more you will.” He looked down at the ring on Gavin’s finger. “Especially if you’ve got that. Figure that anybody who has the ring will eventually learn control.” He shrugged. “Either that, or it will kill you.”

      Gavin found himself enjoying this El’aras’s company. He had a practicality and a simplicity to him that Gavin didn’t often see with others. There was something appealing to it, and maybe that was why Anna had asked him to stay behind.

      “What’s your name?” Gavin asked.

      “You want the easy one or the long one?”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t realize there was a difference.”

      “You think her name is really Anna?”

      “I guess I did.”

      The El’aras smirked, amusement sparkling in his eyes. “Sure. Her full name is Annalinarra Ohmanarash El’sinarh.”

      “That’s… a mouthful.”

      “Right?”

      “Anna is easier,” Gavin said.

      He looked over to where she had disappeared and couldn’t imagine being able to say her name in full very easily. Still, he thought he should at least have some idea of how to pronounce it, in case he had the opportunity to impress her.

      He mouthed her name a few times, mostly to himself as practice. The El’aras watched him, chuckling, before shattering more of the stone and kicking his foot through the dust.

      “It’s not as easy as you’re trying to make it seem,” he said.

      “That was easy?” Gavin asked.

      “Maybe not easy,” the El’aras said, “but you have to not push it quite so hard.”

      “I didn’t realize I was.”

      “Just let it flow. Sort of how you have to let the power within you flow.” He smirked again. “Maybe if you can figure out how to hold on to the power, you’ll figure out how to say her name.”

      “What about you?” Gavin asked.

      “You want my full name? I doubt you could even say Therenalhar El’narihn.”

      Gavin laughed. “I could probably come around to it.”

      “Just call me Theren,” the El’aras said. Theren grinned. “What happens now?”

      “I’m waiting for the constables to arrive,” Gavin said.

      “The buildings were empty, if you’re concerned about that.”

      “There shouldn’t have been anybody here,” Gavin said. “I chose this place to work because it’s unpopulated.”

      “Which is strange, isn’t it? Place like this, the stonework here, seems like people would have appreciated it.” Theren crouched in front of one of the debris piles, running his hand along the stone. It rippled as he did before shattering.

      “You seem to appreciate the stonework more than most,” Gavin said.

      Theren dusted his hands on his pants before standing. “My great father was a mason. Not here, though. Gods, I can’t imagine what how amazing this city would have been were he here.”

      “Why not?”

      “This place? I suppose those who once claimed it loved it enough to make it pretty, but a place like this isn’t for me. Bad enough in the forest, but out here with everything as flat as it is…”

      “You don’t like the forest?” Gavin asked.

      Theren frowned at him. “Why would I?”

      “I thought all El’aras did.”

      “I come from a different land.”

      “From the mountains,” Gavin said.

      Theren smiled and nodded. “I enjoy the way the rock climbs toward the sun. It’s easy to see the presence of something more when you stand out there looking up at the sky, feeling the warmth of the sun, the heat and energy that radiates down, the burbling sound of the streams, and…” He looked over to Gavin, shaking his head. “Sorry about that, I got ahead of myself. Sometimes I get like that.”

      “Why would you apologize?”

      “Because it probably sounds a bit foolish to you. Not much belief in that sort of thing out here.”

      “I was trained to not believe in anything beyond myself,” Gavin said. He tried the pattern Theren had used again, but it did nothing for him.

      “How did that work out for you?”

      Gavin shrugged. “Most of the time I do pretty well.”

      “That’s what I hear about you. The Chain Breaker.” Theren smiled. “Heard that you even challenged Thomas.”

      Gavin wondered if he was supposed to confirm that or not. “I doubt Thomas wants anybody to know about that.”

      “Not particularly. You know how it is. A bit of a proud man. Then again, his role as guardian to the Shard means he would be, wouldn’t it?” Theren chuckled as he said it, as if tied into some joke.

      “I suppose,” Gavin said.

      “Exactly,” Theren said. “And so, when somebody comes along who poses a challenge to him…”

      Gavin knew the type, and had appreciated that Thomas viewed himself as Anna’s protector. Everything Gavin did that endangered Anna made things more difficult for Thomas. And it might be that the man was even more than just protector to her. Maybe he served in some other way, one that Gavin didn’t fully understand.

      “Hear you have quite the fighting skill,” Theren said.

      “I can manage.”

      Theren grinned. “I might be interested in seeing just how well you can manage.”

      “Would you?”

      Gavin sized him up, using what he had learned from Tristan to do so. He normally did that with anybody he faced, but Gavin hadn’t paid much attention to Theren. He mostly knew that Theren was a warrior, but he hadn’t really thought much about what that might mean.

      Of course, Theren served as one of Anna’s guards, so he had to have power and skill. She wouldn’t let just anybody stay with her and protect her, she would want somebody who could keep her safe. That likely meant Theren was far more skilled than Gavin suspected.

      “Several of us came with her because we thought we might have a chance to spar with you, as it were,” Theren explained. “She couldn’t command us to come, so we had to volunteer. Most stepped up for the Risen Shard, but some of us had other reasons.” He winked at Gavin.

      “You might not care for that.”

      “No? Don’t you enjoy testing yourself against others when your life isn’t on the line?”

      “I haven’t had that opportunity all that often,” Gavin said.

      “A shame, then. I think it’s always better to test yourself when you don’t have to worry about dying.” Theren chuckled. “Then again, from what I hear about you, you don’t fear death.”

      “Only a fool doesn’t fear death,” Gavin said, though that wasn’t exactly true. He didn’t necessarily fear it, but at the same time, he also had trained to not be fearful of it. It was a fine line of distinction, one he wasn’t entirely sure how to explain, but maybe he didn’t need to.

      “A fool,” Theren said, “but I don’t get the sense that you are much of a fool, are you, Chain Breaker?”

      Gavin snorted. “How long did she tell you to help me?”

      “As long as needed to make sure you were safe.”

      “She wanted to make sure I was safe?”

      “Well, given what you did here”—Theren waved his hands and motioned to the stone that he’d shattered before turning back to Gavin and smirking—“can’t say that I blame her.”

      “You can’t, can you?”

      “Not so much. Anyway, since we got some visitors coming, I might step off to the side and chat with you later. Maybe we can have that spar.”

      Gavin shook his head and glanced along the street, then turned his attention back to Theren.

      He’d already disappeared.

      Gavin laughed softly. Somebody who could disappear that quickly and easily would have to be skilled.

      Three constables made their way toward him. Gavin stood in place, waiting, unsurprised that one of them was Davel. When Davel reached him, he motioned to the other constables and nodded briefly, then turned his attention to Gavin.

      Davel was a slightly older man with dark hair. His short frame was incredibly muscular, and he moved with a fluidity that suggested he had enchantments on him at all times—and probably used those enchantments constantly.

      “This was your doing?”

      Gavin nodded. “Unfortunately. I didn’t mean to, but I’m trying to come to terms with the kind of power I have.”

      “You had to do that here?”

      He glanced around him. “There wasn’t anybody in the area. This part of the city’s unpopulated.”

      “How certain of that are you?” Davel said.

      Gavin looked back and realized the constables were searching the street, checking the buildings, and ensuring there weren’t any others who might’ve been injured in the collapse.

      Thankfully, he figured that he could speak confidently to that. “I’m sure enough,” he said.

      Davel turned and glanced at the destruction. “This was what I worried about,” he said. “Ever since you showed up, there’s been more of this sort of thing.” He swept his hand out, motioning to the debris, and shook his head. “And we keep dealing with magic.”

      “This time, the magic wasn’t an attack on the city,” Gavin said.

      “This time,” Davel said. “What happens next time? Or the one after that? How many more times can you feel confident that you can protect the city?”

      “I told you I would.”

      “What happens if we have to protect it from you?” Davel said, fixing him with a glare.

      Gavin opened his mouth to argue, but closed it again. What would happen then?

      It was a good question—one he hadn’t considered, though he probably should have. He now had access to magic, and he had started to demonstrate a kind of power that meant the others relying on him for protection also had to question whether he would be able to protect them. There was a risk that he might cause more problems than he would solve.

      “I don’t think you’ll need to protect the city from me,” Gavin said.

      “You don’t think.” Davel sighed and shook his head. “How long are you planning to be here?”

      “You’ve asked me that before.”

      “And you haven’t answered. In the past, it was to ensure the safety of the enchanters. Then the safety of the city following the attacks of this mentor of yours. And now…”

      Gavin could only nod. Davel wasn’t wrong.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I’m trying to understand what I need to do.”

      “Maybe your way of helping would be leaving. Have you given that much thought?”

      Gavin turned his attention to the debris strewn around him. “I have.”

      “Then maybe that’s what you need to do.”

      “It would be easier for you, wouldn’t it?”

      “You’re damn right it would. But that’s not even the reason I’m telling you to go elsewhere. It’s not just for me, it’s for the people here. Do you know how we’ve managed to keep magic away?”

      “By hiding that you’re using it.”

      “By protecting the city from it,” Davel said, shaking his head again. “They’re two different things, and you know it. You, more than probably anybody else in the city, know it. What would have happened had we not been here?”

      Gavin didn’t know. And at this point, maybe he couldn’t know.

      He took a deep breath and let it out. “I’m sorry for what happened here.”

      “‘Sorry’ doesn’t rebuild these buildings,” Davel said.

      “If you want me to rebuild them, I can certainly work on that.”

      Davel grunted. “That’s not even what I care about. These were old, and probably should’ve been torn down long ago. But it’s simply how they were destroyed. People are going to question what happened.”

      A comment like that made Gavin think about the El’aras Theren and what he would’ve said. Davel and the El’aras guard would probably have gotten along well.

      “You don’t want people to know there’s magic active in the city,” Gavin said.

      “No,” Davel said. “I’m dependent on the fact that people don’t about it. They need to feel like they’re safe here, and with everything you’re doing, everything you have done already, they are less and less safe.”

      “They aren’t unsafe because of me.”

      Davel looked over. “All I ask is that you consider your friends. They are your friends, aren’t they? And if they are, you need to ask yourself if they would want you here or if they would want you to bring your troubles elsewhere.” He watched Gavin for a long moment. “Maybe it’s finally time for you to leave.”

      Gavin wanted to argue, but as he looked over the ruins of the buildings he’d destroyed and thought about what had happened throughout his time in Yoran, he started to wonder. Maybe Davel was right. Gavin had been actively considering it. Maybe it was finally time for him to leave the city.

      If he did, where would he go?
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      The Roasted Dragon was a comfortable and cozy tavern, a place where Gavin had first come when he had arrived in Yoran. It was in an inconspicuous part of the city, surrounded by other businesses that didn’t compete for customers: bakers, wax workers, metalsmiths, and a seamstress. As Gavin approached the Dragon, he could hear the music drifting out and the energy that poured from it—a vibrancy that he remained relieved to see returned to it.

      The building itself was simple. The windows had recently been replaced, after some of the attacks that had occurred because of him. The exterior had also been repainted, though not because of him. The proprietor, Jessica, had decided that she wanted to see how the tavern might look with a new paint job.

      The door had also remained the same ever since he’d come here. A dragon was carved into the door, and Gavin had always felt intrigued by the creature of myth. They were supposedly powerful animals that could fly upon the wind, breathe fire, and hunt from the skies, all with unrivaled might. There were times when he wished he could be a dragon.

      And there were other times when he worried he was a dragon, at least in a metaphorical sense. Dragons would be hunted if they were real. People would fear them and know they had to take out the most dangerous predator. Some would undoubtedly use dragons to test their own mettle. Wasn’t that similar to what happened with him?

      He rested his hand on the door and listened for a moment. The sounds of several instruments clashed with a horrible singing voice, and Gavin shook his head. Another damn terrible minstrel troupe. He hadn’t even given Jessica any indication he would be here this evening. Maybe she just liked bad music.

      He stepped into the tavern and closed the door behind him. The minstrel troupe played in the front corner, with one man strumming a lute and another on a large barrel-shaped instrument with several strings across its surface. A woman shook a rattle of some sort, tapping her foot in time, creating a rhythmic thumping. All of it created a cacophony of noise.

      The rest of the tavern was otherwise quiet. Sometimes the musicians would get people on their feet, dancing and singing and moving around with them—at least when the music was better. But when they were terrible like this, there wasn’t any dancing.

      Jessica stepped out from the kitchen, carrying a tray heavy with food and drink, and looked over to him. Her chestnut-brown hair was tied back with a length of purple ribbon, and she flashed a wide smile at him. There was something sorrowful about it, though, and it left Gavin sad for the friendship that had been there before.

      She elbowed through the crowd and stopped in front of him, balancing the tray on one hip as she looked up at him. “Are you just going to stand there, or are you going to come in and have some food and drink for once?”

      “I thought maybe I’d stand here and see if your musicians would be done earlier.”

      She chuckled. “You don’t like them? I heard about the new troupe playing all throughout the city and gaining attention. I thought it might bring people in.”

      She swept her gaze around. There were several dozen people congregated at tables, and most of them were engaged in quiet conversation with each other. At one table, a group of five men played cards, stacks of coin in front of them. At another, two men and a woman leaned forward, talking quietly. A dark-haired woman sat at a table near the back of the room, seemingly studying her mug of ale, though Gavin knew Imogen was aware of everything happening in the tavern. Though he couldn’t see the entire table from his vantage, he suspected that Wrenlow and Gaspar also sat at the table with her.

      “I don’t know that you brought anybody in with this troupe,” Gavin said.

      “Maybe not yet, but the night’s still early.” Jessica grinned. “Besides, I know how much you like good music.”

      “The key word there is good,” Gavin said.

      She smirked at him. “Go have a seat. I’ll bring you some food and drink.”

      Gavin meandered through the tavern, heading toward the table in the back. As he got closer, Imogen glanced up, enough to give him a notice that she was paying attention.

      “If you’re going to come in here, boy, it would be best to do it quickly.”

      Something pressed into Gavin’s back. He spun, grabbing Gaspar’s wrist and chopping with his other hand, driving the knife down.

      Gaspar chuckled. “See? You think you’re so quick, but you let an old man sneak up on you. What would’ve happened if I had wanted to stab this knife in your back?”

      “Probably would’ve been stabbed in my back,” Gavin said. “But then I would’ve pulled it out and jammed it in your throat.”

      Gaspar glared at him. “I still would’ve stabbed you, though.”

      “I would’ve healed from that,” Gavin said. It wasn’t boasting. He had healed from things he should never have, and far faster than most would have. His leathers also would’ve protected him somewhat.

      “Why are you in such a mood?” Gaspar asked, sliding in next to Imogen.

      She glowered at him, looking unhappy that Gaspar had forced her away from the outside of the table. Gavin wondered if Gaspar was even aware of what he did and how he had neutralized the advantage Imogen had in sitting in that spot. Probably not. The old thief probably didn’t see it as anything. Or if he did, it was him thinking he was protecting her in some way, despite how effective Imogen could be in a fight. Gavin doubted there were too many sword fighters of her skill.

      “I just destroyed a building,” he said.

      “A building?” Wrenlow asked from the other side of the table, picking his head up from a book. He rubbed his face, smearing some ink, before glancing over to Imogen and then to Gaspar. “What do you mean you destroyed a building?”

      Gavin told them about how he had been working with Anna on trying to understand the power he possessed, and then what happened.

      Gaspar whistled softly. “Can’t say the constables are going to like that.”

      “No. Davel came by, and he was most definitely not pleased.”

      “You spoke to them already,” Gaspar said. “I guess I shouldn’t be too surprised. You must have decided you wanted to get the disappointment in early.”

      “It’s not so much about that,” Gavin said. “It’s about acknowledging what I did, and wanting to make sure he doesn’t think there’s more going on in the city than there is.”

      He had an idea of what Davel might do if he started to believe there was magic used in the city. There was a real chance he might decide to attack.

      “He’s placing enchantments around Yoran,” Wrenlow said, turning his attention back to his book. “I’m not really sure what they are, but I’ve seen him doing it.”

      “You’ve seen him placing them?” Gavin asked.

      That surprised him. Wrenlow was well connected, though, so he didn’t doubt the information.

      Wrenlow looked up and shrugged. “You didn’t think he would do it himself? I don’t know what the enchantments are, but I could go digging if that’s what you want, or… Well, I don’t know what you want.”

      “I don’t really know either,” Gavin said.

      He didn’t like the secrecy around him, though much of it was his own fault. Had he not come to the city in the first place, there might not be the need for any of this.

      Yoran had been targeted because of his presence. Not entirely, and not completely, but often enough that he felt a sense of obligation about what had gone on here, and he had started to question whether he needed to take on a greater role in protecting the city. More so than just encouraging the enchanters and the constables to work together.

      He didn’t know what else he could do. If other magical entities started to target the city, there was little Gavin would be able to do. It would require both the enchanters and the constables—who probably had magic, despite their protestations. And it might even involve something greater than that. Gavin didn’t like to think of it, but there may eventually come a time for those with real power to return to the city. He doubted anyone in charge of Yoran would ever welcome the Sorcerer’s Society back, but they may eventually have to. Otherwise, they would run the risk of getting overwhelmed by threats. Having the Society present at least offered a measure of protection.

      He looked over to Gaspar. The old thief looked tired, and he rubbed some of the sleep from his eyes before nodding to Imogen.

      “What have the two of you been doing?” Gavin asked.

      “We’ve done a whole lot of none of your, and a little bit of damn business.”

      Gavin laughed. “It’s like that, then?”

      “I told you, boy. There are some jobs you can be a part of, and others you can’t. This is one you can’t.”

      “What about Wrenlow?”

      “We have the kid helping us,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin glanced over to Wrenlow. He kept his attention down on the book.

      “Is that right?” Gavin said to Gaspar. “You have my man working with you?”

      “Seeing as how you haven’t done all that much with him lately, I figured you wouldn’t mind. Besides, you’ve been so tied up with that El’aras, sneaking off with her every day, I didn’t think you would even care.”

      Gaspar trailed off as Jessica appeared, sliding a tray onto the table.

      Gavin breathed out. The timing wasn’t ideal for her to show up.

      “I’ve been working to understand the magic I supposedly have,” he said.

      “There’s no ‘supposedly’ about it, is there, boy?” Gaspar grabbed one of the mugs of ale, and he took a long drink. “You’ve already shown you have this magic. Now it’s a matter of trying to control it.”

      “She’s helping me learn how to control it too,” Gavin said.

      “Can’t say that’s a bad thing. Gods, with you running around the city having uncontrolled magic, you never know what’s going to happen.”

      “We won’t have to worry about that for much longer,” Jessica said.

      She flopped herself down next to Gavin, who slid over, trying to give her space. She looked over and flashed him a forced smile.

      Things continued to be too awkward between them. Here he thought he and Jessica could be friends, but after everything they had done, everything they’d shared, and how much danger Gavin had brought to her place, he didn’t know if that was possible.

      And maybe it wouldn’t be. Maybe it couldn’t be.

      “What do you mean?” Gaspar asked her.

      “The enchantments Wrenlow has seen being placed around Yoran.”

      “Do you know what sort they are?” Gaspar said, taking another drink of ale. He glanced over to Imogen, frowning, then looked back at Jessica.

      Jessica shrugged, but she turned her attention briefly to Gavin, as if questioning him. Either that, or daring him to question. “Supposedly, they’re meant to mitigate the use of magic within the city.”

      “Why would they want to do that?” Gaspar asked. “I’d think the constables would want to continue to have access to their magic. If they mitigate it, then they won’t be able to do anything with it themselves.”

      “Neither will anybody else,” Gavin said.

      Jessica nodded. “Exactly. They figure if they can place enough enchantments around, they can minimize what others can do. And if they do that, then they can keep anybody else from coming and causing problems. Given everything that’s going on, the constables have a more difficult responsibility protecting the city.”

      Gavin knew they did, for the most part. At the same time, he had made a point of telling Davel that he would also do everything he could to protect Yoran.

      Maybe that was part of the reason Davel was so intent on offering his protection, trying to make it so the city didn’t have to depend on Gavin and those who were with him.

      It was because of the Fates and other threats like them, though he didn’t know if there was really anything else that would pose a greater danger to the city than the Fates. They seemed to have been a devastating danger here.

      But if Yoran ended up getting caught up in something else, something greater than the Fates, then even Gavin might not be able to help.

      “I haven’t noticed any difference in my magic,” he said.

      “I don’t think they finished placing the enchantments,” Jessica said.

      “Why would the enchanters be willing to help the constables with that?” Wrenlow asked. He had closed his book, clasping his hands on top of it.

      “Mostly because they recognize the dangers as well.” Gaspar shrugged. “Maybe they have ways around it.”

      “Unless they will choose to use their magic outside of the city,” Gavin said.

      “Could be that too.” He glanced over to Jessica. “Anything more you hear about it?”

      “What more is there?” she said. “It makes sense, especially with the rumors going around. Too many people have heard about the attacks, and too many people are scared. They know what it was like during the war before.”

      “What was it like?” Wrenlow asked. He lifted his book as if to start taking more notes. “We’ve talked around it often enough, but no one really wants to talk about what it was like back then.”

      “For good reason. It was violent,” Gaspar said. He took another drink of his ale, set it down, and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “Some of us chose sides. Not everybody did, though. Some people, like Jessica’s aunt, decided to try to play both sides. Not that they could be blamed for it. Thought they would be protected either way. Given what the city was going through at the time, it wasn’t a bad strategy. After all, no one really knew who would succeed.”

      “I remember the time too well,” Jessica said with a sigh. “Too much fighting. Nothing out in the open, of course. Those of us who didn’t have any magic never really knew what to do other than hide. It was safer to stay out of the light, and safer to stay away from it, knowing that if that power were to come toward us…” She closed her eyes, shaking her head. “Too many innocents were killed, all because they didn’t have magic.”

      “It’s not going to happen again,” Gaspar said.

      “I know,” she said, then looked over to Gavin. “Which is why I don’t blame the constables for what they’re doing. I think it makes sense for them to mitigate any use of magic within the city if they can. This is supposed to be a place where there is no magic, so if they can defend against that and keep sorcerers from being able to draw their own power, then why shouldn’t they?”

      Gavin wasn’t entirely sure whether something like that would be effective. He had been other places where they had tried to limit magic, and they had varying levels of success. Even here, there had been the continued effect of the enchanters hiding within the shadows. By outlawing magic, all they’d done was move it underground.

      “It’s been my experience that places that try to control magic too much end up losing their hold over it,” he said, “which is why the Society has been as effective as it has. I know the people here don’t want to go back to that time, and it probably won’t come to that, but it still can be dangerous to try to control it.”

      Jessica fixed him with a look. “Says the man who has magic.”

      “The man who can’t control his magic,” Gaspar said.

      “I’m trying to control it,” Gavin said.

      “And you destroyed what today?”

      “You destroyed something?” Jessica asked.

      Gavin grabbed a mug of ale off of the tray Jessica had brought over. He took a long drink, then leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “I obviously didn’t mean to. I was trying to understand the power. I was doing what Anna instructed.”

      “And what did Anna instruct you to do?” she said.

      Gavin glanced over, but then he shook off the irritation, knowing that she was frustrated for more reasons than he knew. “Apparently, the power I can reach is something the El’aras can call upon constantly.”

      “That’s different than what I’ve heard sorcerers can do,” Gaspar said.

      “But it explains a little bit about the El’aras, and how they are so… capable.”

      “You don’t need to do that to be capable,” Wrenlow said.

      Gavin shrugged. “Maybe not, but I have to imagine what might happen if I were able to draw on that kind of power consistently.”

      It would be something like an enchantment, but a perpetual one—which could be dangerous for him. If there was one thing he had come to understand, it was the depths of his core reserves. He knew how to tell how much power he had remaining, but not only that, he had learned to accentuate his strength. The sh’rasn powder that Anna had given him allowed him to draw on even more magic. Maybe that was why she worried about him using it. There were consequences Gavin had not come to understand.

      He leaned back, taking another drink. Anna seemed to think he was on a time crunch, and that the longer he waited, the less likely he was to gain understanding of his power before something worse came.

      Gavin shook his head. “Davel is convinced I need to leave the city.”

      “I’m sure he is,” Gaspar said. “You pose a threat to him, and he doesn’t like anybody who does.”

      “It’s not just that I pose a threat,” Gavin said. “It’s more about what I represent, I think. There’s a part of me that suspects that he views me as a challenge to his authority. I don’t want any real authority here, though, but I doubt he will believe that.” He looked across to Gaspar. “And it’s not as if the city is particularly safe. Not with me here. That’s why I’m not sure he’s wrong. What if I should leave?”

      Wrenlow was watching him, and Gavin forced a smile. He knew that if he were to leave, Wrenlow would be forced to choose. Would he stay with Olivia and have the opportunity to have something of a life, or would he go with his friend?

      Gavin had gone after Wrenlow and saved him when he had been captured, but maybe now was the time to separate. Given what Wrenlow had gone through, and the stability he’d found in Yoran, maybe it was time for Gavin to tell his friend that it was his turn to relax, his turn to find a measure of peace.

      It was Wrenlow’s turn to no longer fight.

      “It’s nothing I’m doing now,” Gavin said. “Only that—”

      He froze.

      Distantly, a cold washed through his entire being. He’d experienced a similar sensation before, but only in the presence of potent magic.

      “I felt something,” Gavin said. He nodded to Jessica, who got up from her seat.

      Gavin slid to the end of the bench and paused, closing his eyes and focusing. Having released the power he had earlier in the evening, he didn’t have much remaining. That was the thing about his core reserves. He could call upon them, but there were limitations. When he used them too fast and too often, he found that the magic didn’t respond quite as well as what he needed. In this case, he only needed enough to try to trace that source of energy.

      As he got to his feet, Gaspar leaned across the table, grabbing his wrist. “What is it?” he asked.

      “I think there’s magic here.”

      Jessica looked over, her eyes widening.

      “Not in the tavern,” Gavin said quickly, and relief swept across her face. “But in the city. There’s magic around.” He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, and he focused on what he could feel.

      The distant sense of pressure was how he detected the existence of magic. He could feel the squeeze along his arms and his legs, as if there was some tension beginning to build, some band beginning to wrap around him. If there was anything that Gavin was familiar with, it was understanding the collapsing power that started to circle around him.

      “You’re going, aren’t you?” Wrenlow said.

      Gavin nodded. “I think I need to.”

      “We’re going too,” Gaspar said.

      Imogen got to her feet, and she nodded to him. Gavin would gladly welcome her along, but he was more concerned about Gaspar, who had nearly died when he’d dealt with magic not long ago.

      “You don’t have to be a part of this. I can do it,” Gavin said, and he tilted his head toward Imogen. “And besides, she can come with me. We can call the El’aras—”

      Gaspar grunted. “I’m not letting the damn El’aras run free through the city.”

      “I didn’t realize you felt so strongly about them.”

      “It’s not that. This is my city, and I’m not letting anybody attack if I can help otherwise.”

      Gavin worried that Gaspar was heading into something he shouldn’t, but he wasn’t going to stop the old man.

      “At least you have some enchantments with you,” Gavin said.

      “Always.”

      “Maybe I’ll just sit this one out,” Wrenlow said.

      “That’s fine,” Gavin said. “You stay here and let me know if there’s anything coming to the tavern.”

      “Do you think there will be?”

      Gavin sighed. “I hope not, but I don’t know. If somebody is here because of me…”

      That was his concern. There was a distinct possibility that somebody with magic had come to the city because of him. Regardless, he wasn’t about to leave the tavern unprotected, which was why having Wrenlow stay here was more beneficial than him being out in the field. He could keep an eye on things to make sure nothing else happened to the Dragon.

      “How about you?” Gavin asked him. “Do you have enchantments with you?”

      Wrenlow pulled up his sleeves, revealing a pair of bracelets on either wrist. “Olivia made these for me. They’re such intricate designs. And I think if I were to—”

      “We can talk about that later,” Gavin said. “For now…”

      He could feel the energy beginning to build again—the power that was out there—and knew something was going to take place quickly if he didn’t do anything, and fast.

      He started toward the door and pulled it open, when he felt a surge of power explode at the edge of the city unlike anything he’d ever felt before.

      “Damn,” Gavin muttered. “I hate being right.”
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      They hurried through the streets, passing darkened stores closed for the night, homes with candles burning in windows, and even a few other warehouses that reminded him of the events that had happened earlier in the evening. It was times like these when Gavin wished he still had access to the stone wolf. Gavin didn’t enjoy riding it, but he did like moving much faster.

      He looked over to see Gaspar keeping pace, moving quickly and easily.

      “Maybe I need an enchantment like that,” he said.

      “I thought you still took them,” Gaspar said.

      “I burn through them too fast,” Gavin said. It had to be tied to his natural abilities. “Besides, I prefer to make sure I don’t really need them.”

      It was pride, but it was also something more than that—it was a practicality. He still felt like he couldn’t become too dependent on using enchantments, and wanted to make sure he could trust his own skill.

      These days, that skill meant trying to understand the power within him. If he could learn what Anna was trying to teach him, he wouldn’t need to rely on any external enchantments and could instead call that power through him and create his own magic. That all depended on having control over it, though. With the ring, now he no longer knew if he could have enough control, or if the control he found would make a difference.

      “So you felt the magic,” Gaspar said, barely huffing as they raced alongside each other. Imogen jogged next to Gaspar, her sword already unsheathed. It was a slender blade, whip thin, and Gavin knew she could be deadly effective with it. “Can you tell anything more about it?”

      “I think it’s impressive I can detect magic at all,” Gavin said.

      “There you go again. Getting impressed by your own connection to it.”

      Gavin looked over at Gaspar, who kept his gaze fixed straight ahead.

      They raced toward the fires in the distance, and Gavin could feel the pressure building around him again. It left his skin feeling tight, as if whatever power out there was trying to constrict him and prevent him from using magic.

      He frowned.

      “I’m not feeling any sort of magic here,” he said, slowing.

      Gaspar slowed with him, and he nodded toward the distance. “You said you felt something, and I’ve learned to trust you when things are going wrong. So get moving.”

      Gavin closed his eyes for a moment, turning in place in the empty street. It wasn’t all that late, which left him wondering why it would be deserted at this point in the evening. They weren’t in a heavily populated part of the city, but still close enough that he would’ve expected someone to be outside.

      “I can feel a sort of pressure on me,” he said, looking over to Gaspar and then turning to Imogen. He watched her, but he didn’t see any sign from her that she felt anything similar. Gavin still didn’t know the depths of Imogen’s power or how much control she had, though he suspected it was considerable.

      “I don’t care what you can feel,” Gaspar said. “If something is taking place, you owe it to everyone to protect the city.”

      Gavin nodded slowly and frowned. “I do, but what if this is about the city trying to protect itself from me?”

      “Why would Yoran care about you?”

      The pressure started to take on a different sense. Given what Jessica and Wrenlow had mentioned, could this be the result of the enchanters and constables placing their protections?

      And if they were…

      What was the explosion? What had he felt?

      Gavin started jogging again, hurrying toward the fires.

      “Something’s out there,” he muttered to himself.

      “You’re damn right it is,” Gaspar said, “which is why I’m even here. I thought you knew that.”

      “I’m just not sure what I’m feeling.”

      Would Anna and the other El’aras come?

      Gavin took a deep breath, trying to reach for the core reserves of his power.

      He couldn’t.

      He had been cut off.

      If it was potent enough to take away the magic of someone who was part El’aras, then it had to be potent enough to do the same for sorcerers.

      He smiled to himself. If they were really that effective at mitigating magic, it would offer a measure of protection that the city could truly utilize.

      “What you smirking about, boy?” Gaspar asked.

      “I can’t call on my core reserves,” Gavin said.

      “And that makes you happy?”

      “It does if this is the work of the enchanters and constables. If it’s not, I’d be nervous.”

      “You can’t tell?”

      Gavin shook his head. They reached the northern edge of Yoran. The power that had exploded in the night was just beyond its outskirts.

      He lingered on the road leading out of the city, looking into the darkness. The fire that he’d seen burned on the edge of the city—one of the enchantments Davel and his people had been placing, Gavin suspected. He reached into his pocket, slipping on his enchantment for enhanced eyesight, but found that its power was also fading. At least that power still held.

      “You might find that your enchantments don’t work quite as well now either,” Gavin said.

      “Then they need to fine-tune things,” Gaspar said. “Can’t go without having access to enchantments, can we?”

      “I think the constables would say they could.”

      Only…

      Gavin had to think that Davel would have some way of using enchantments himself. He wouldn’t have wanted to restrict his own access to magic, which meant there would be some way around it. Unless it only applied to the enchantments made by the constables. That would require a fine level of control, something that would probably take more skill than any enchanter would be able to use.

      Gavin darted forward. As he did, he could see movement in front of him—a shadowy form that stood out against the night. Suddenly, the dark form separated. One became two, then four, then eight. They were humanoid in appearance, though featureless and made of black as dark as night.

      Each time, it doubled.

      Gaspar stiffened, and Gavin motioned for them to wait behind the protection of the enchantments around the city.

      He stared, not knowing exactly what this was, though he had heard stories of something like this. There were dark energies in the world, which was something Tristan had drilled into his mind. There were also creatures of darkness, and what he saw now left him suspecting that this was one such creature.

      He’d only heard of it, never seen it. “A hyadan,” Gavin said.

      “I take it you’ve run into this before?” Gaspar asked.

      “You don’t want any part of that,” Gavin said, though from Gaspar’s expression, it looked like he’d heard of them too.

      He frowned. This wasn’t anything he would’ve expected to see here. Which meant somebody had sent it.

      Tristan.

      It had to be.

      “Watch that it doesn’t touch you,” Imogen said.

      Gavin looked at her with eyebrows raised. He wasn’t terribly surprised that she knew about them, but he still felt some. The hyadan were said to be creatures of dark power, similar to the semarrl, but not controlled in the same way. At least, not that he knew of.

      “Why does it look like they are doubling?” a voice said from behind them.

      Gavin spun to see Davel arrive.

      “I gather that this protection over magic is yours?” Gavin asked him.

      Davel shrugged. “I told you I was going to have to do something about what you’ve done here.”

      “Which means you’ve decided to limit all magic in the city.”

      “The enchanters have agreed. Zella too. We thought we could protect the city from sorcerers who might come after you.”

      Imogen snorted. “Maybe, but the hyadan aren’t sorcerers. And you can’t kill them.”

      “You can kill them,” Gavin said, “but it takes a unique attack. Tristan told me about them—”

      “Told you?” Gaspar asked.

      “I haven’t faced everything in the world.” He looked at Imogen. Had she fought the hyadan before? “They’re incredibly difficult to kill.”

      “What kind of creature is that, then?” Davel asked.

      There were several other constables behind him, nearly a dozen now, and more figures moved in the street toward them. Even with all of the constables coming, without the enchantments, there wouldn’t be any way for them to defeat the hyadan. This would be too difficult, too powerful to stop.

      “You’re going to need to lower the magical barriers you just placed,” Gavin said.

      “No,” Imogen said. “They aren’t sorcerers, but they require magic to duplicate.”

      Tristan hadn’t mentioned that to him, but other words echoed in Gavin’s mind: They make for good training, but only if you survive.

      Tristan would want him to head out and test himself against the hyadan now.

      “Then they’ll just stand out there and duplicate,” Gavin said. And eventually overwhelm the city—along with the chance that anyone could leave. As he watched them, he knew he didn’t have much time at all. Minutes, not hours.

      “But they will not come in here,” Imogen countered.

      She seemed unusually tense, even for her. Gavin breathed out, frustration filling him.

      “Are they here for you?” Davel asked.

      He shrugged. “Why don’t I go and see? They’d be good training.”

      Gaspar growled at him. “What are you—”

      Gavin didn’t give him the chance to finish. He strode forward, and a tingling washed along his skin as he approached some invisible barrier. Suddenly, the power of the core reserves surged within him.

      He glanced back at the city and saw a shimmering shield that now seemed to surround it. At least the enchanters’ power held, but for how long?

      “I’m afraid the city is not accepting any new visitors,” he said, smiling at the first hyadan which had spawned the rest. Was that the one he needed to be most careful with?

      Practicing his skills on them didn’t sound all bad. And maybe Tristan had been the one to send them here.

      A strange hissing sound came from the hyadan.

      Gavin cocked his head to the side. “I don’t understand. Were you trying to talk to me?”

      The creatures surged, a dozen of them flowing across the road and sweeping toward him. He reached for his El’aras sword. He wasn’t going to take any chances. He pulled on his core reserves, letting that energy flow through him. As it did, the blade started to glow slowly, but it built rapidly.

      In the last few weeks, Gavin had been working with various fighting styles, trying to train his mind and be ready for anything he might have to face. He hadn’t expected to fight some mysterious dark creature, but at least he didn’t have to do it while worrying about power limiting him.

      Gavin focused on letting power and energy flow into him, and then he exploded it through the sword. He swung the blade through one of the hyadan. It shrieked, splitting in half, and then each half came at him.

      “Well, shit,” he muttered. “You should stay back, Gaspar.”

      The creatures continued to swarm closer. Gavin continued to focus on the power within him. Now that he had the El’aras ring, he didn’t have to rely only on his own core reserves. He felt the power within the ring, and he borrowed from that magic. He sent it bursting out from him, and it slammed into the hyadan.

      Five of them fell to the ground.

      Then Imogen was next to him, thrusting her sword into the face of one, before glancing over her shoulder to Gavin. “There is only one way to kill them. You must target their mouths.”

      “I didn’t see a mouth,” Gavin said, but he could see an opening in what had to be their face now that he was looking for it.

      Imogen spun, her blade flickering faster than he could follow, and she stabbed it down into two others. Gavin started forward at the others and jabbed his sword into their mouths, moving as quickly as he could.

      Another figure joined them, holding a short sword.

      Gavin looked over. “Maybe this isn’t a fight you want to be a part of.”

      “This is my city,” Davel said. “And I vowed to protect it.”

      Gavin wasn’t about to contest that with him at this point. “Imogen tells me we have to stab them in the face.”

      “If we must.”

      Imogen shook her head. “Not you.”

      “What do you mean?” Davel asked.

      Three of the creatures surrounded Gavin, and he ran forward, calling on the magic in the ring. He pushed the power out, but there was no control—nothing like what he really needed to have against creatures like this.

      “You won’t be able to defeat them,” Imogen said.

      “I am quite capable,” Davel said.

      “Not against them.”

      Gavin jabbed at one of the fallen hyadan, and it shrieked a horrible sound as it died. At least, he thought it was dying.

      He looked over to the other creatures. There were still a dozen, maybe more. And as he watched, they continued to split. They all came from a single one, though.

      “You need to get to that one.” Imogen nodded to the primary hyadan. “It will be difficult. The others will swarm around it.”

      Swarm?

      Gavin frowned. “The two of you, make sure I get there without dying.” He glanced at Imogen. “I presume they can kill me?”

      “Very much so,” she said.

      Gavin snorted. “Perfect.”

      That would explain why Tristan had viewed them as useful training.

      He raced to meet them, with Imogen alongside him, swinging her sword toward the hyadan and blocking them from getting too close. Gavin swept his blade around, creating a glowing arc of blue light that streaked around him. Davel stayed with him, and his physical presence created enough pressure against the creatures, at least intimidating them from approaching.

      “I’m going in for the main one,” Gavin said.

      He sprinted forward.

      More hyadan came toward him, separating him from Imogen and Davel.

      Shit.

      Gavin focused on the ring. He pushed his core reserves out through it and then released it as his connection faltered. He managed to solidify it and hold on to the magic.

      How long could he contain the power of the ring?

      The hyadan pushed against him, and he released the force against them in uncontrolled violence. The hyadan were thrown down. Gavin darted toward them and stabbed, but Imogen leapt over to the nearest one, her blade a blur.

      “I have these. You go,” she said.

      Gavin jumped, filled with the power of the core reserves, but even as he went forward, he knew he wasn’t fast enough.

      The hyadan continued replicating.

      He needed speed.

      Gavin slipped on the bracelet he kept in his pocket, then reached for the small vial of sh’rasn powder and took a quick gulp of it. Then he used the energy within his core reserves and jumped again, landing next to the area where the hyadan were replicating. More of the strange, dark energies continued to separate outward. They circled him, making it difficult for him to keep track of which one was spawning them. Gavin focused on the shadows and tried to figure out which one he needed to target, but he wasn’t sure.

      He filled himself with the power of his core reserves and the energy of the ring, and started stabbing at the hyadan, slashing at their mouths. He moved with the magic of the enchantment, speeding around as quickly as he could, and the power poured out from him.

      He brought one after another down, but still more appeared.

      Gavin had to work even faster. He darted forward, sweeping his blade in a circle, cutting down them down. There were simply too many.

      Imogen joined him. “Do what you did before.”

      “I don’t even know what I did before,” he said.

      “Just try.”

      He took a deep breath, steadying himself, and then he pushed outward through the ring. Energy exploded from him and created a circle of power all around him.

      He held it.

      Then lost control.

      That ring of power slammed into the hyadan, throwing them back.

      The creature he had been trying to target, the one responsible for duplicating the most, was alone at the center. Gavin started toward it, but then it duplicated again. Then again.

      He ignored the others and focused only on the one.

      The speed from the bracelet carried him toward the hyadan, and Gavin stabbed. It was an ugly and brutal sort of movement—no technique, something that would’ve made Tristan angry for his lack of skill—but it was what he needed to do. He slammed the sword all the way into the creature’s mouth, and then pushed power out through the blade.

      He was using too much of his core reserves. Gavin could feel himself starting to fade. If this fight kept going on too long, he wouldn’t be able to withstand much more.

      The creature shrieked with a strange, piercing sound he could scarcely tolerate. The horrible cry tore through his ears, and he started to pull back.

      Imogen placed her hands on his shoulders. “Do not remove your blade,” she said.

      Gavin glanced over to her, and her eyes were wide. “How is it that you know so much about these creatures?”

      “Later,” she snapped. “Leave your blade.”

      Gavin continued to push power out. Then there was an explosion of energy through the sword, and it ripped through the hyadan. As soon as it did, the others disappeared, falling off into little more than shadows. Then they were gone.

      He sank to his knees.

      Where the primary hyadan had been, a dark stone remained. He reached for it, but Imogen caught his hand.

      “You can’t claim it,” she said.

      Gavin unsheathed his dagger, scooping the stone onto the blade. “Then I’ll destroy it.”

      “Unfortunately, that is not possible,” she said. “They were created by sorcerers ages ago for a dark purpose. And I had thought them exterminated.”

      Gavin set the stone down on the ground. The color blended in with the cobbled road that led away from the city, heading north. “I should at least try, before they gather their strength and come again.”

      He pressed his dagger up against the stone, and felt it resist. The El’aras dagger was incredibly sturdy. He had pushed large amounts of energy through it in the past, but he had never unleashed that kind of power into anything like this before.

      “It might work,” Imogen said, though her tone suggested doubt. “Your magic is different. Try the same way as you did with the creature.”

      Gavin once again pressed the tip of the dagger down onto the stone, and the resistance pushing against him felt almost as if the stone itself were trying to fight him. He attempted to force his way through it, calling on the power within his core reserves, sending it through the ring and then the dagger.

      The effect was blinding. The dagger blazed with blue light, which exploded as he jabbed down into the stone, shattering it. A quiet shriek emanated from it, then faded into the darkness of night.

      Gavin leaned back. “That was interesting.”

      “That is why it’s time for you to go,” Davel said to him.

      Gavin got to his feet, and he glanced back to the city. The other constables were all lined up along the road leading toward the city. Had they realized they weren’t going to be able to do anything? Or had they simply stayed, thinking they could protect the city in some way? Maybe they could have, which would have been beneficial.

      “And if something like this were to happen in the future…” Gavin let the thought go unfinished.

      “We have ways of reaching you,” Davel said.

      “What if it wasn’t here for me?” Gavin asked. He glanced over at Imogen, who had gone off to the side of the road and was staring into the darkness.

      And if it wasn’t, then he would have to figure out what was going on, and what he could even do.

      He needed answers—the kind that Imogen had, so far, been reluctant to provide.

      And looking at the way she was standing there in the darkness, looking out into the distance, Gavin couldn’t help but feel as if she knew much more than she was letting on. They weren’t after the Chain Breaker, but why were these horrible creatures after Imogen?
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      Gavin watched Davel and Gaspar as the two of them headed back toward the city. Neither of them said anything to the other, though that wasn’t entirely surprising. They stayed several paces apart, both men walking stiffly. The tension between them probably stemmed from Gaspar’s past role as a constable, and how he had abandoned that life and taken on his new role as a thief.

      Gavin stayed behind with Imogen. He still focused on what he could feel about the hyadan, though he wasn’t able to detect anything more than what had been there before.

      He held on to his core reserves, trying to maintain that connection and power, but he could feel his energy fading as weakness began to work its way through him.

      He needed answers, though.

      “We have to talk,” Gavin said to her.

      “There is nothing to say.” Imogen slammed her sword back into her sheath, and she spun as if she was going to head back in the city.

      Gavin started to reach for her but decided better of it. He wasn’t going to put himself between Imogen and whatever she wanted, especially knowing that she would put up a fight.

      He crouched down next to the remains of the stone he had shattered with the dagger. “You know about these creatures.”

      “Yes,” she said, pausing.

      He let the silence build between them, waiting for Imogen to share more.

      “I was young when we learned about them, and about the danger they posed. They are brutal. They hunt anyone with magic, but they are indiscriminate, cutting through those who don’t have it just as well.” She looked up, holding his gaze. “They are an ancient enemy of my people, and as far as we know, they were created by a dark sorcerer long ago.”

      “You said they’re made from dark magic?” Gavin was surprised that she’d share this much. It wasn’t typical for Imogen.

      The semarrl had been somewhat similar, though Gavin didn’t know if they were created or simply summoned. Either way, he wasn’t about to lose the dark egg that controlled them.

      “We believe they are made, yes. The stone you destroyed is the key. It is sorcery of the worst kind—one that feeds on magic.”

      He frowned, looking back at where the stone had shattered. “Why would sorcerers create something that feeds on magic?”

      She glanced in his direction. “There are some who can control it.”

      There was an edge to her words. Anger.

      “My mentor had faced them,” she continued. “They are spoken about in rumors in some lands. Used as a threat. Some children think if they misbehave, the hyadan will come for them. They are not rumors.” Her voice had turned into a whisper.

      “And you have some idea why they are here,” Gavin said.

      She didn’t say anything, but he knew she had felt something. Imogen had been keeping secrets, and it was time it stopped.

      “Could they be here for you?” he asked. She nodded. “Why?”

      “They should not have been here. They were destroyed.”

      This time, he heard the pain in her voice. He looked over as a familiar figure neared, and Gavin frowned. “Does Gaspar know?”

      “He does,” she said.

      Gaspar approached, flicking a pair of knives before slipping them back into his pocket. “This has been resolved?”

      Gavin glanced at Imogen before nodding. He couldn’t read her expression, but he could tell she was bothered. He needed to intervene until she gathered herself again. “Yes, for now.”

      “Good. The constables weren’t pleased.”

      “Well, I think Davel should be glad. He got to see that his magical shield works.”

      Gaspar grunted. “I suppose that could be considered a success.”

      “And I got to learn about these creatures,” Gavin said. “They’re unsettling, aren’t they? But why would they be here?”

      She nodded. “I’m not exactly sure. Given what I have now seen of the Toral, I wonder if it is connected.”

      Gavin felt as if he needed to pace and think, but for now, he stood motionless as he twisted the ring on his finger.

      “I pledged myself to destroying them,” Imogen said. “Ending the threat of the hyadan for good.”

      “How could you do that if they are the work of a sorcerer?”

      “Because all hyadan are tied to a keystone. Destroy the keystone, and the hyadan can finally be exterminated. I had nearly completed my bond quest, and I would have been free of them… The world would have been free of them.” She locked eyes with Gaspar.

      In the darkness, the shimmering shield that surrounded the city was barely visible, though there was some part of it that Gavin could almost feel. He wasn’t sure why he was so aware of it, but the longer he stood in place, the more he could feel something. He had no idea what it was, only that there was a distinct energy radiating from it.

      “What’s a bond quest?” Gavin asked.

      “A journey some of my people take. Mine has brought me after the hyadan,” Imogen said.

      “Davel believes this is my fault.” He nodded to Imogen, who had turned back and looked at him. “I’m fine taking the blame for this. I don’t mind dealing with the constables, especially when it comes to magic. They accuse me of enough that it could be me, anyway.” He shrugged. “But if this comes up again, we might be in trouble.”

      “It won’t,” she said simply.

      “How can you be sure?”

      “Because I’m leaving,” she said. “I’m not going to endanger others because of my selfishness. Had I not made the mistake of losing the keystone, none of this would’ve happened.”

      “It wasn’t your mistake,” Gaspar said.

      She held his gaze for a moment, and she flashed a smile, one that flickered with a hint of warmth. But then it faded. “We both know the truth of that.”

      “You don’t have to do it alone.”

      Imogen turned to Gavin. “This is not a fight you can participate in.”

      “Maybe not,” he said, before crouching down and holding his hand above the ground where he had shattered the stone. There was still a strange energy coming from the residual fragments. He dug into the ground and pulled up one of the cobblestones, then set the remaining fragments of stone down and placed the cobblestone on top of them. He looked up, and Gaspar was watching. Gavin shrugged. “It may not be my fight, but you’ve been participating in fights that weren’t yours as well. Why shouldn’t this one be mine?”

      “Because it does not need to be,” she said.

      Gavin smiled at her. “And again, I’m saying I can help. And I think you may need it.”

      Imogen was strong, and he recognized strength like that. He also knew when people believed they were strong enough that they didn’t require the assistance they really did, which he sensed from her. She believed she needed to do everything herself, much the way he often felt. They were similar, probably more than either of them would admit.

      Gavin crossed his arms over his chest and watched her. “I seem to remember when my previous mentor was involved and how others had been willing to step in and help me.”

      “This is different,” she said softly.

      “How? We’ve already decided that we’re a team, whatever that might look like. In this case,” he said with a smirk, “I think that whoever is coming after you, Imogen, won’t be expecting you to have a full team with you.”

      “He’s not wrong,” Gaspar said. “I told you I would help you while you were in Yoran, and beyond.”

      “And you have helped,” she said.

      “I’ll still help when you leave.” Gaspar looked over to Gavin, an unreadable expression in his eyes, though there was a hint of curiosity. Maybe a bit of irritation. With Gaspar, it was difficult for him to know. There was always an edge of irritation within him. “And if the boy wants to help you, given everything he’s put us through, I think it’s only reasonable for you to let him.”

      “Two days ago, me and Gaspar discovered that the keystone was reclaimed by someone I trained. I know where it’s going. Loruv.”

      Loruv was a city far to the south and east. Gavin had traveled quite a bit in his days since leaving Tristan, but he had only heard of Loruv in passing. He had never felt curious enough to make the journey all the way there.

      The trip would take days. Weeks, possibly.

      “Why in Loruv?” Gavin asked.

      Neither of them answered.

      “What’s there?” he asked again. “I mean, I’ve heard of it but have never considered traveling there. Given everywhere else I’ve gone, I might as well visit someplace like that.”

      “My quest brought me there,” Imogen finally replied. “It was where I found the person responsible for the hyadan. At least, the one responsible at that time.” She shook her head. “And I had almost completed my task.”

      “Obviously,” Gavin said, nodding to the cobblestone that he had pried up and buried the hyadan stone fragments beneath. “If you have creatures like that there, it must be terrible. What are you running from?”

      Gaspar shot him a look, and Gavin simply shrugged. “She’s running from something,” he said to Gaspar. “That’s why she’s here, especially if she’s originally from Loruv. It’s far enough away that anybody looking for her would never come here.”

      At least, he didn’t think they would. It would be difficult for someone to reach easily. As far as he knew, there wasn’t any way to magically travel, though if he was wrong, he would love to discover it. “I understand running. Gods, I did the same thing when I first left Tristan.”

      “This is not the same,” Gaspar said.

      “Maybe not, but whatever it is, and whatever she’s running from, we can help.” Gavin turned to him. “We did agree to be a team, didn’t we?”

      Gaspar nodded.

      “Let me know when you plan on going,” Gavin said. “I need to make a few other arrangements, and while I’m gone, I have to make sure the city will still be protected.”

      “I’m sure Davel will be thrilled,” Gaspar said.

      “Thrilled might be an understatement. I think he’ll be excited when I tell him we’re leaving, but less excited when I tell him we plan on returning.” He started back toward the city, and he glanced at Imogen. “You don’t have to do this alone. Whatever is happening, and whatever reason they sent something after you, we’ll help.”

      More than that, Gavin thought he had to.

      She held his gaze for a moment and then turned away.

      Gavin headed back into the city. When he passed beneath the strange enchantment that separated magic, a cool tingling washed over him and flooded across his skin. He was already tired from calling on his core reserves, though probably not as tired as he should have been. Given everything he’d drawn on to defeat the creatures, he would’ve expected it to take even more power from him than it had. Somehow, he had managed to stay on his feet.

      He hadn’t gone far when he noticed shadows trailing after him.

      Gavin spun. “You can come out, Davel,” he said.

      Davel stepped out of the darkness. Gavin glanced down to his hand, noting the rings on each finger, the bracelets around each wrist, and even a necklace that reflected a nearby streetlight. All of them were enchantments. He had no idea how well those enchantments would work now that the city had been protected from magic, but he suspected that Davel had some way of remaining connected to his power.

      Gavin couldn’t help but wonder if he himself would have some way of being able to tap into his own core reserves, bypassing the enchantments. If he could find the enchantments, he might be able to figure out how to still use his core reserves within the city.

      The enchanters would certainly be willing to help him, wouldn’t they?

      “How did you know I was here?” Davel asked.

      “You’re not nearly as quiet as you would like to be,” Gavin replied.

      Davel turned and looked back before turning his attention to Gavin again. “Do you care to tell me more about what happened there? What exactly was that?”

      “The hyadan?”

      The constable frowned. “Yes. How was it that she knew how to defeat them?”

      Gavin shrugged. “She has her ways.”

      “How can she move like that?”

      Gavin started to smile. “It’s unfortunate you’ve spent this much time in the city around her and haven’t seen her fighting skill before now. She’s quite impressive.”

      “She is,” Davel agreed.

      Gavin shrugged again. “To be honest, she keeps to herself. I think she prefers it that way because she doesn’t want anyone to know some secret of her past.”

      “And what secret is she trying to keep?”

      “I have no idea.”

      Davel watched him, saying nothing for a long moment before turning his attention to the streets. “The enchantments seem to work quite well,” he said.

      “Did you doubt they would?”

      Davel chuckled, and then shook his head. “We didn’t know what to expect from them. Given the lack of experience we have in neutralizing magic, we didn’t know whether it would even be effective.”

      “And now…”

      “Now, at least, we feel as if we have some understanding.” Davel nodded to the edge of the city. They were just inside the border, near enough that Gavin could make out the outline of where the buildings stopped and where the emptiness began. “From here, you can practically feel it, I suspect.”

      Gavin grunted. “I can definitely feel it. I recognized it when you started to implement that magic.”

      “Did you think it would make a difference?”

      “I can feel the way it’s pressing on me. I don’t care much for it.”

      Davel chuckled. “Of course you don’t. The great Gavin Lorren, the Chain Breaker, helpless.”

      Gavin arched a brow at him. “I’m not exactly helpless, you know.”

      “Perhaps not helpless,” Davel said with a shrug. “I should be careful with describing you in such terms. I wouldn’t want to disparage you.”

      “No, you would not.”

      Davel chuckled again. “You look as if you have something on your mind. What is it?”

      “I have to leave.”

      “After an attack like that, now you leave?”

      “I thought you wanted me out of the city.”

      “Undoubtedly,” Davel said. “But I recognize the value you bring with situations like that.”

      “You blame me for those situations.”

      “It might be you, it might be something else, or it might be chance.” The tone of Davel’s voice suggested that he doubted the last one. “But everything that has taken place over the last year or so has led to a confluence of dangers. Even you have to have seen that.”

      “I don’t even know,” Gavin said. “I, along with others, am just trying to understand what’s going on within the city.”

      “And what, exactly, do you think is going on here?”

      “I’m not exactly sure. There’s enough trouble here. I’m not sure what to make of it.”

      Davel grunted. In that moment, he reminded Gavin of Gaspar. “Trouble is an understatement. This is more than just trouble.”

      “Perhaps,” Gavin said. “But less than what else you might face. Now that you’ve proven that your little enchantment works, what do you intend to do next?”

      “We intend to fine-tune it. We figure we can keep anyone who has the ability to use power out of the city.”

      Gavin had no idea whether it would work on sorcery. At the same time, it had seemed to make a difference with the creatures. If there was some way for them to continue to repel magic like that, then shouldn’t they do it?

      Gavin thought they needed to. And in order for them to defeat that kind of dangerous power, they had to ensure they had complete control over it.

      “When we leave, I think there’s something more that needs to be done to help protect Yoran.”

      “Of course there does. But it doesn’t have to fall on you. If you’re finally going to go, then we’ll take care of it ourselves. The way we used to do it.” Davel crossed his arms over his chest.

      “And if you can’t?”

      Davel shrugged. “Then we send word to you.” He nodded to Gavin and then marched away along the street.

      Gavin wondered if that was nearly as safe of an answer. He didn’t think he was the only one capable of protecting the city, but Davel wasn’t wrong. Strange things had happened ever since Gavin had come, and unless he did something to change that, the strangeness may persist. All he needed at this point was to better understand what that was and what he might be able to do to prevent it.

      The longer Gavin was here, the more he questioned how much of this had to do with him and how much of this had to do with something else here. He no longer knew, only that there had to be something more, some aspect of the city that was valuable.

      It was just that understanding what it was seemed beyond him.

      In the time he had been here, he’d discovered the hidden sorcerers’ lairs. Why would there be places like this buried beneath the city? He had found a locked-away sword and a secret ring, which suggested that Yoran was bound to something else.

      It wasn’t about him.

      But he seemed to have started it all.

      Why him? Why this city?

      It was a question Gavin hadn’t given enough thought to. At the time, he had thought it was because Cyran was here, but the more he had come to learn about Cyran and what he had been doing, the less Gavin suspected that was the key. And if that were the case, then there had to be some other reason.

      He knew the sword and the ring were important, and he knew the enchantments stored within the city had value. Those enchantments had brought Tristan out into the open. He had gone after the dark egg, wanting to release the semarrl, but Gavin still didn’t fully understand why. Was it about power, or was it about something else?

      Gavin had known Tristan well enough that he thought he should be able to recognize what Tristan was after. He didn’t think his old mentor would be after power. That had never seemed to be his agenda.

      But what if it was and Gavin hadn’t known?

      He traced his finger around the ring. This was something that had been found in the city. Gavin suspect Tristan was after this. It was an El’aras item, an artifact that had been hidden here, and the only way it had been freed was because of Gavin. It would make sense that this was what Tristan was after, if anything.

      Why would the ring and the sword have been here in the first place, though? He hadn’t gotten those answers from Anna yet.

      The night wore on. He needed rest, and he doubted he’d be able to find Anna in the darkness. He would have to wait for the next day, when they were already scheduled to meet.

      But he could do something else in the meantime.

      Gavin hurried to Cyran’s home, a simple wooden building at the end of a block, with the forest on the other side of the street. It seemed that there had been fewer and fewer people near the home the longer Gavin had been visiting it, almost as if there was something that repelled anyone from getting too close. A haze hung around everything, and as he neared, he realized it was the effect of an enchantment that the enchanters, possibly even Zella herself, had placed.

      He rushed down to the lower level. Even though it wasn’t Cyran’s home any longer, Gavin still felt like that was how he could best describe it. It certainly wasn’t his home.

      He made his way along the underground tunnel and reached the hidden chamber he kept sealed with his own power. By pushing his magic into the door, he prevented anyone else from reaching the lair, but it also meant that he wouldn’t be able to get to it if he couldn’t call on his core reserves.

      Gavin summoned that power and pushed energy into the door. Once it unlocked, the door opened with a soft hiss.

      He had taken to sleeping inside this room most nights, though there were times when he would stay at the Dragon. He hadn’t spent much time trying to understand this place since he had taken it over. There wasn’t anything more he thought he could find.

      But still, he believed there was something here, some power or some answers to be uncovered.

      He no longer had to worry about the dark egg. He had secured it inside a heavily enchanted case and had placed the keys in locations only he knew, with additional enchantments around them. It had taken him time to acquire all of the necessary enchantments—time, and questions, he had been careful to avoid revealing the answers to. Hopefully, even if somebody were to come for the dark egg, the enchantments would contain it. If they didn’t, then they would destroy it. At least, that was Gavin’s hope.

      The alternative was sending it with Anna, but Gavin suspected he needed it in the city as a deterrent for the Fates. If the dark egg left Yoran…

      He feared the Fates might return.

      As much as he wanted to go with Imogen to offer additional protection, a part of Gavin remained conflicted. He felt as if he needed to stay, or else he would be leaving everyone else in danger.

      But for now? Now that the enchanters and the constables were working together, things were as safe as they had ever been. And Imogen needed help.

      If there was something important about the city, something that Tristan wanted, then Gavin needed to still have some way of looking for whatever it was.

      A possibility came to him, but he didn’t know if Anna would agree to it. She had no reason to help with anything other than teaching Gavin how to control his connection to the ring and better understand what his El’aras power meant for him.

      He turned to the case where he had first found the El’aras sword and looked around it. Gavin had never tried to return the sword to the case since he’d taken it out. There had been an enchantment that had held the blade in place, keeping him from withdrawing it.

      He set the sword on the table, then picked up the enchantment that had surrounded it and began to study it. There wasn’t anything obvious to it. Gavin held the sword up and turned in place, trying to trigger whatever enchantment had locked it away, but could not.

      He slid the sword back into his sheath and trailed his thumb around the space where he’d removed the ring. The hilt was insignificant now, though it had always been simple. Had he not felt the outline of the ring, he might not have realized anything was even there. Whoever had owned this blade had been the ring bearer before him.

      And they likely would’ve known how to take the ring off.

      Gavin tugged on the ring but couldn’t peel it off his finger. He clenched his jaw, working at it, and finally gave up.

      He took a seat on the cot he had in the small chamber, and stared at the table. This was his refuge, as much as any place could be. Strangely, it felt like he belonged here. It reminded him of so many of the places he’d lived in when he’d been working with Tristan, so many where he’d bunked alone, struggling on one assignment or another.

      Gavin sighed, and then lay down. As he drifted to sleep, troubled dreams claimed him. They were filled with memories of his earliest training, of Cyran. In those dreams, Cyran taunted him, reminding him of how Gavin had always served Tristan—and regardless of what Gavin might believe now, he still did. No matter what he tried, he felt as if he were doing Tristan’s bidding, despite wanting nothing less.

      When he finally awoke, he felt no more rested, still plagued by the dreams.
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      Gavin walked along the edge of the city, feeling the barrier that the enchanters had created. He’d wondered what the enchantments might be like, but had not made any effort to find them. Perhaps that was a mistake.

      He hadn’t seen anybody in the streets he recognized. There had been a few constables, though Gavin didn’t know them and hadn’t bothered to try to interact with them. Doing so would only lead to questions, and they were questions he didn’t necessarily want to answer.

      So far, he hadn’t seen any of the enchanters he knew, though there would be some on patrol with the constables. He watched the constables for a little while, curious whether they would treat the enchanters with a measure of respect, and was pleasantly surprised to see them laughing, joking, and chatting together as if they were actually equals.

      So much had changed.

      Gavin smiled, knowing that he had a hand in it—something he once would never have considered important to him, but now he believed it was crucial.

      He continued to feel the barrier as he walked. Was it fully intact around the city? If there was some gap in the magic, he wanted to know so he could inform Davel before they departed.

      As he probed, he checked the power he could summon from his core reserves, but he avoided drawing anything through the ring. He didn’t want to lose control. There was no doubt there was a barrier and that it was designed to prevent magic.

      “Are you up?” Wrenlow’s voice crackled in his ear.

      Gavin chuckled, tapping on the volume control that Anna had worked into the enchantment. It was skillfully made, and it gave him the ability to adjust not only the volume of his voice but also what he transmitted.

      “I’m awake,” Gavin said. “I’m out trying to see how effective this barrier enchantment is.”

      There was a hesitation, and he imagined Wrenlow sitting in his room, working with his book propped open on his lap, making notes. Either that, or he could be with Olivia.

      “I hear it worked,” Wrenlow said. “The enchanters were excited to hear that.” There was a pause. “Olivia wasn’t involved in creating it, if that’s your concern.”

      Gavin shook his head before catching himself. “That’s not my concern. I think they did the right thing. Having some sort of enchantment around the city to prevent magic makes a lot of sense. If they can protect the city, then they should.”

      There had to be some reason that Yoran was at a crossroads for magical attacks. It was more than just him and his presence. Cyran had come here for a purpose, as had Tristan. And the Fates had viewed this city as important to whatever plan they had, though Gavin didn’t know if it was because the Fates saw the city as critical or if it had more to do with them not liking to lose power any place they had already influenced. Either way, there was much within Yoran that had proven crucial, and much that Gavin felt he still didn’t know. Eventually, before he left the city for good, he needed to solve that mystery so he could understand why the city kept being targeted, and whether there was anything he could do to prevent further attack.

      “How well does the barrier work against you?” Wrenlow asked.

      “Well enough that I have to focus while trying to draw on that power,” Gavin said.

      He could still draw some, which left him wondering just how effective that magic would be if he needed to fight.

      “The enchanters can’t use magic either. They created an area inside the city that allows them to do so, though,” Wrenlow said. “Existing enchantments work for now, but I don’t know if they’ll keep working.”

      It didn’t surprise Gavin that there was a workaround allowing the enchanters to continue making enchantments. How long would his enchantments last under the influence of these protections?

      “Do they realize their enchantments deplete faster when used?” Gavin asked.

      He hadn’t discovered if that was crucial, or what they intended with their current enchantments. They might not deplete quite as rapidly, especially if there were many enchanters working to ensure the stability of their enchantments. Still, with each magical attack, they ran the risk of losing their power.

      “They know, Gavin. They’ve used enchantments for a long time.”

      Gavin snorted. Wrenlow sounded a little annoyed with him. “Did they permit me to bypass whatever they were doing?”

      Wrenlow was silent for a moment. Was he writing in his book, or trying to figure out what else to say? “I don’t know. I can ask Olivia.”

      “I thought that was why you contacted me.”

      “That’s not the reason,” Wrenlow said. “I… just wanted to talk to you.”

      “About what?”

      “About what you and Gaspar intend to do.”

      Gavin chuckled. He looked around him, trying to figure out what Wrenlow was getting at. With Wrenlow, it could be difficult to know whether he was upset or whether he was simply digging for more information.

      It felt strange standing in the middle of the street, chatting with Wrenlow the way he was, but it was a conversation he felt they needed to have.

      “You don’t approve?” Gavin asked.

      “It’s not so much that. I don’t know what to make of it.”

      “You can decide if you want to come along or not.”

      “You’d leave me behind?” Wrenlow said.

      Maybe this was why he was reaching out. Wrenlow had taken the role as Gavin’s scout—his eyes and his ears—seriously, and if Gavin suddenly didn’t need him, it would leave Wrenlow wondering what role he played.

      “We aren’t going to be gone long,” Gavin said.

      “You mean to return.”

      Was that relief in his voice—or disappointment?

      “I do,” Gavin said. “I think there is something about Yoran we still need to uncover. There’s something about the city itself that’s important. I don’t quite know why.”

      “We?”

      Gavin laughed. “Fine. Maybe something you need to uncover. At least while I’m gone.”

      He paused and looked along the roads that stretched out from the city. He crouched down, pressing his hand on the stones. That seemed to be where the most resistance came from. It was almost as if whatever they had done stemmed from the cobblestones themselves.

      It would be a clever way to place an enchantment.

      Enchantments created patterns, which could be imposed on common items. Some enchanters were far more talented than others, yet once an enchanter had mastered their way of placing an enchantment, they could be repeated.

      “What do you need me to do?” Wrenlow asked.

      “I just want you to poke around a little bit,” Gavin said. “There’ll be something here, tied to the El’aras. I should have looked into it before.”

      “Do you think the city is still a target?”

      “I thought I was the target. For so long, I believed others kept coming here because of me, but what if that’s not the case?”

      There was a delay before Wrenlow responded. “It might answer a few questions I have. I can dig even more. You think I should focus on the El’aras.”

      Gavin was starting to feel that way. The city had once fallen under their rule, after all. “It’s a good place to start, especially since I now have this ring of theirs. I’m also going to talk to Anna and see what the El’aras might be willing to do to protect the city while I’m gone.”

      “I figured the El’aras would go with you. Especially her.” Gavin had a feeling that Wrenlow was grinning, especially with the way the sound came through the enchantment. “Not that anyone would blame you. She’s quite lovely.”

      “Don’t let Olivia hear you saying that,” Gavin said.

      “You wouldn’t tell her. Olivia is lovely in a different way.”

      “Different?” Gavin asked, chuckling.

      “You know what I mean. She’s beautiful, and kind, and she’s just been through so much.”

      “I know.”

      “I don’t want her to suffer anymore,” Wrenlow said.

      “I know.”

      Wrenlow sighed. “I… I wanted to do this in person.”

      “You don’t have to do anything. I know you intend to stay,” Gavin said.

      He could imagine Wrenlow fidgeting while trying to talk to him, though there was no need for it.

      “I think I need to,” Wrenlow said. His voice had gotten softer, and as it drifted off, Gavin could picture him staring blankly. “You’ve made such a difference in my life, but…”

      “I know,” Gavin said.

      “You’re not mad?”

      “Should I be?”

      “I thought… because I wasn’t going to go with you, that…”

      “I’ve been alone a long time,” Gavin said. “You deciding to stay in the city is understandable. And I wouldn’t tell you not to do that. I would never tell you not to follow your heart.”

      “What about you?” Wrenlow asked.

      “I don’t know if I get to do that,” Gavin said.

      “Eventually, you have to find a way to move past what happened to you.”

      “I know.”

      And the thing was that he did know.

      Gavin headed out of the city, toward the forest. As he passed beyond the borders of Yoran, he could feel the change in how the enchantment had been working across his skin. The limitation that pressed on him—the one that meant he couldn’t call on his core reserves—suddenly lifted, granting him the ability to navigate more easily. He breathed out a long sigh of relief and started forward.

      “What was that?” Wrenlow asked.

      “That was nothing,” Gavin muttered, tapping the enchantment. He was tempted to mute it, but he had a feeling Wrenlow wasn’t done talking with him.

      “It sounded like you were saying something.”

      “I’m going to silence you for a little while,” Gavin said. It was better to warn Wrenlow than to suddenly fall silent.

      “I thought we were having a nice conversation.”

      “There’s something here I need to do.”

      “Just… well, just be careful,” Wrenlow said.

      Gavin smirked. “What makes you think I need to be careful?”

      “Because you always tend to find your way into trouble.”

      Gavin grunted. Wrenlow wasn’t wrong about that.

      He tapped on the enchantment, silencing it. The sounds of the forest around him began to push toward him. He could hear the chirping of birds in the trees and the rustling of the wind through the branches, and he felt the warmth of the sun on his skin as the light drifted through the gaps in the trees. There was something about it that reminded him of what Theren had said, of the celebration he described for the gods.

      He’d been walking awhile through the forest when he detected someone tracking him. He suspected it was one of the El’aras, wanting to ensure that he did not get too close to Anna unless she chose it.

      He reached the edge of a clearing. When he did, he realized he’d been herded here. The El’aras in the forest had influenced his path, either through magic or because of how they’d followed him. It had been subtle enough that Gavin hadn’t even been fully aware of it.

      Now that he was, he couldn’t help but feel impressed.

      “You wanted me to meet you out here?” he said.

      Anna stepped forward from the shadows between two trees. She was dressed in a dappled green gown covered by a matching cloak, with her dagger strapped to her waist. He’d never seen her fight, but wondered how skilled she would be.

      “It was necessary,” she said. “I figured you needed some guidance.”

      “I needed it?” Gavin asked, laughing softly. “Or you provided it so I could find you?”

      She smiled. “I understand you encountered something unique recently.”

      “We did. Hyadan. I’d heard of them, but I’d never seen them before.”

      Anna’s expression turned into a deep frown. “Dark creatures,” she said quietly. “And it’s unfortunate you encountered them here.”

      “What do you know about them?”

      “I know you defeated them.”

      “Not that. You know what I mean,” Gavin said. He swept his gaze around him, looking at the forest. How many El’aras had eyes on him?

      He noticed shadows moving near one tree, and the more he focused, the easier it was for him to see an El’aras there. He slipped his hand into his pocket and placed the enhanced eyesight ring onto his finger. The augmented vision it granted was enough for him to see that there was more than just the one person within the trees. Two others waited nearby, and he suspected there were far more than three here.

      Anna regarded him while he turned in place. “There is more that I know, but I suspect you’ve learned all you need to about them. Is there a reason you’ve come out here?”

      “I’m trying to see how many of your people are watching me,” he told her.

      They had always met him like this, keeping him from getting too far into the forest. He had never gotten to see where the El’aras were staying.

      “It’s not that I distrust you, Gavin Lorren,” she said. “Unfortunately, my people have decided they must watch over me, despite my assurances you mean me no ill will.”

      “If I wanted to hurt you, I could have done it long before now.”

      “As I have reassured them,” she said. “But then, they reminded me that you were responsible for what happened.”

      “I didn’t do anything to you, though.”

      “You did not.” She motioned for Gavin to follow, and she started walking through the trees. Shadows moved with them. “The hyadan are incredibly dangerous. You will find that defeating them is quite possibly one of the most difficult things you can do.”

      “I defeated them last night,” Gavin said.

      “You defeated one,” Anna said.

      “There were more than that.”

      “There was only one,” she explained. “It’s even more reason for you to learn control and master your connection to your magic. You’ve been trying, but unfortunately you have not been able to become one with the power within you.”

      Gavin chuckled. “You did tell me that you learn how to do it from a very young age.”

      “Indeed,” she said. “And there’s the fact that you will not have the necessary time. I had thought I would be able to guide you and perhaps expedite your learning, but the attack last evening has demonstrated that will not be possible.” She shook her head. “Regrettably, my people feel that my continued presence here poses a greater danger. If the hyadan have appeared, then we must retreat.”

      “You’re afraid of them?”

      That surprised him. He hadn’t known the El’aras to be afraid of much—if anything.

      Gavin looked around the forest. He could feel the pressure distantly, that of the enchantments that had been placed.

      “I told Gaspar and Imogen I was going with them to figure out what happened,” he said. “This wasn’t about me. Or you.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Gavin nodded. He told her about what he’d learned from Imogen about the hyadan, and about the keystone that controlled them.

      “We have long known that they had their origin in dark magic,” she said. “This only confirms it.”

      “What exactly is dark magic?” When Anna frowned at him, Gavin shrugged. “When I faced Jayna—the Toral I worked with before—she mentioned dark magic.”

      “The darkness depends on the intention, I suppose,” she said. “And it depends on the kind of power that is drawn. Some powers are innately destructive, and it is that destructiveness that makes the power dark. Much like the use of El’aras magic can be constructive.”

      “But you can use it to harm as well,” Gavin said.

      “We can, but that is not its purpose. We have experience with dark magic, and we have some experience with these hyadan.”

      “Which means that they are old.”

      “Perhaps,” she said. “They have not been seen often. Only occasionally. And when they are, they cause much destruction.”

      Gavin had only faced one of them, and he couldn’t imagine what it might be like to fight more than that. “Destructive” seemed a fitting descriptor.

      He eyed her. “Seeing as how you know these creatures, I’m wondering if maybe there’s more to it than you want to admit.”

      “This has nothing to do with my admission,” she replied.

      “Regardless, Yoran will be unprotected while I am gone.”

      “Your people cannot defend the city?”

      “The enchanters have placed defenses around Yoran,” he said. “As you have undoubtedly discovered, there is something that now prevents those with magic from accessing it easily.”

      She frowned but said nothing.

      “That’s why the hyadan weren’t able to enter the city last night. They would have been able to get in otherwise, but the enchantment prevented them from doing so.”

      And Gavin wondered what would’ve happened had that not been the case.

      “What are you getting at?” she asked.

      “I’m suggesting that perhaps you should stay in the city while I’m gone.”

      She smiled slightly. “We have no interest in returning to lands we long abandoned. The only reason I’m here in the first place is because of you, Gavin Lorren.”

      Gavin glanced into the trees nearby, and he could just make out Theren sneaking from trunk to trunk. Did he want Gavin to see him?

      “Yoran might be in danger,” he said. “I know the El’aras gave up the city long ago—”

      “That’s not what happened. The city gave us up.”

      He watched her and couldn’t tell whether it bothered her or whether there was something else she wasn’t saying, but either way, she was clearly irritated.

      “Regardless of what happened, I think it would be helpful if you could stay,” he said. “Work with those in the city. Even if you do so in the shadows, like your warrior Theren there.”

      Anna turned toward the trees behind her and frowned. “It seems as if he has been talking to you.”

      “You did tell him to watch me.”

      “Perhaps I did,” she said. “I thought he would have more discretion.”

      “The way you did?”

      Anna smiled. “My people would prefer if I did. I’ve been away for a while, though time does not mean quite the same to our kind as it does to others.”

      Gavin nodded, though he found himself wondering again just how old she was. The way she described herself left him thinking that she was quite a bit older than him. And maybe she was.

      “I won’t be gone long,” he said. “Imogen knows of something in Loruv.”

      “If you intend to go after the hyadan, you cannot make that promise.”

      “I won’t feel comfortable leaving unless I know there’s someone here. Wrenlow intends to stay, and the enchanters have gained enough understanding of their enchantments to limit the magic used in Yoran, but it’s not perfect.”

      “Of course not,” she said. “I have already disrupted it enough to influence the city.”

      Gavin started laughing, and Anna narrowed her eyes at him.

      “I did what I needed to ensure I had access to my power.” She frowned. “You will be going to destroy the hyadan with just the three of you?” When Gavin nodded, Anna shook her head. “That is unacceptable. You will need more help.”

      “Will you come?”

      She pressed her lips together. “I would not be permitted,” she said softly. “But I will send my greatest warrior with you.”

      “I’m not so sure I could handle Thomas the whole time.”

      “I’m not sending Thomas.” Anna looked over Gavin’s shoulder and nodded.

      Theren stepped forward.

      “Him?” Gavin said.

      “Does it surprise you?” he asked. “I told you I wanted to test myself against the Chain Breaker.”

      “I suppose we can see while we’re traveling.”

      “I would like that,” Theren said. He turned to Anna. “And you, mistress?”

      “We will need to return.” She glanced around the forest, and there was sadness in her eyes that surprised Gavin. “If the hyadan have come here, it’s dangerous to remain.”

      “Because of magic,” Gavin said.

      She sighed. “Because I am the Risen Shard.”

      Gavin smiled. “I’ve known that from the moment we first met. And I also know that there is some aspect of your responsibility you’re keeping from me.”

      She smiled at him, a hint of sorrow in that expression. “I keep it from you out of necessity, Gavin Lorren.”

      “I could help.”

      “In this case, you could not. This is something I must do, a responsibility entrusted to me by my people. You have your own responsibility, your own destiny.”

      “I never gave much credence to destiny before.”

      “You believe you choose your own fate?” she asked.

      Gavin shrugged. “I didn’t when I was younger, but these days I like to think I’m in control, and not that someone else is controlling me.”

      At least, he had believed that until he had come to realize that Tristan may have been using him all this time.

      It was one reason he had been willing to stay in the city. A part of him worried that Tristan wanted Gavin to go with the El’aras, to master his magic, and to learn what it meant for him to have that power. Staying in Yoran felt like defiance.

      But it was more than just that. Staying here offered him an opportunity to help his friends and protect a place that had become more than just a city. It had become a home.

      She stopped as they reached the edge of the clearing again. Gavin hadn’t even realized that they had been making a circle through the forest.

      Anna looked up at him and cocked her head to the side. “When you return, we can continue your—”

      She froze, then turned and looked toward the center of the clearing.

      Gavin had a sudden feeling of power. It left his skin tight, and something around the El’aras ring began to constrict, leaving his finger throbbing.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “El’aras,” Anna whispered. “There’s another family here.”
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      Given Gavin’s experience with other El’aras, he wouldn’t have expected her to react in quite that way. When he had first met Anna, he had encountered El’aras and had been forced to face off against them. It was then that he had come to learn that not all of the El’aras families were united. He hadn’t guessed that they would have open confrontation, though.

      “What’s going on?” he asked.

      “I told you there has been some discord,” she answered.

      Anna nodded to Theren, who began to tap his fingers at his side. An enchantment that reminded him of the way Gaspar and Imogen communicated.

      “Where are they?” Gavin asked.

      “Unfortunately, I do not know,” she said. “I don’t even know which family this is.”

      She stepped forward with her hands down at her sides, though she moved her fingers in a slight pattern that Gavin suspected was designed to call upon more power.

      “Why are you concerned?” Gavin asked.

      “It means that the El’aras are far more divided than I thought.” She furrowed her brow. “Perhaps it was a mistake coming here.”

      Gavin started to pull on the power within him, but Anna shook her head. “Not yet,” she said. “We must not let them know you have an understanding of your connection. They must think you’re still learning it.”

      “I don’t understand what’s going on.”

      “You have connected to the ring,” she said. “It means power that can be useful. And there are some who would try to take it from you.”

      “They can have it. I can’t even get the damn ring off, so if they want it—”

      “It’s not that simple,” Anna said. “It binds you to the El’aras and bridges you to our people.”

      Gavin had not felt that it had bridged him to anything.

      “Be ready,” she whispered.

      He didn’t know if she was saying that to him or the warriors. Maybe both.

      Gavin saw the three warriors he had spotted earlier. Theren was nearby, and Thomas stood on the far side of the clearing. Thomas held his sword unsheathed, motionless, but Gavin didn’t need to be close to feel the tension racing within him. The third was a slender woman who was nearly his height. She twisted with a graceful fluidity.

      Gavin stepped forward and Anna caught his wrist, shaking her head.

      “Let them deal with the vanguard,” she whispered.

      Gavin frowned. The vanguard?

      A blur of shapes streaked into the clearing, moving so fast that he could scarcely follow.

      The El’aras leapt into action.

      Gavin believed himself a skilled fighter. He had trained and mastered various fighting styles, and he was the Chain Breaker, after all. But watching the El’aras swordsmen and the way they moved through various patterns left him with his mouth agape. Would he ever have the ability to withstand anything like that?

      Possibly not.

      He was tempted to react, to help, but there wasn’t anything he could do. Blades glowed softly as the El’aras swept through their movements. They clanged off of unseen weapons, the attackers moving with a blur.

      Holding on to his core reserves started to change things for him, allowed him to see more clearly. Even without accessing the ring on his finger, he was aware of the change in movement. The combat slowed down.

      “Oh,” he mouthed.

      Anna looked over to him. “Once the vanguard approaches, you must be ready to act. They are here for me, but it might not be the only reason that they are here.”

      Gavin looked over and held her gaze, but he saw something unreadable in her eyes. He knew this situation had to do with the El’aras, but Anna didn’t want to expand on why they had come. It had to be more than just her presence. She had been here in the city before…

      And the other El’aras had attacked when her presence had been discovered.

      He needed confirmation.

      “Why would they come now?” Gavin asked.

      She glanced down to his ring. “Because we’ve been out in the open, here in the forest.” She shook her head. “Perhaps the city offered more protections than I realized.”

      “Do you need the ring? If you use it, you might be able to—”

      She raised her hand, cutting him off. “You have bonded to the ring. I cannot use it.”

      “There has to be something that can help you.”

      “There is not,” she said.

      He could practically feel power building from her.

      The energy permeated everything.

      Gavin glanced down at the El’aras sword, noting the blade’s soft glow. Was it from her power, or was it from the magic that came from all around him?

      Perhaps both. Surprisingly, it didn’t glow nearly as brightly as he would’ve expected, given everything that was happening.

      “Now,” Anna said.

      A dark, swirling energy began to fill the center of the clearing.

      Anna stiffened. “This might be more than just El’aras.” A faint trace of blue light began to glow around her. “It’s possible there is a Toral here.”

      Gavin remembered what he had heard from Jayna and how she believed that some Toral were tied to dark magic. If that were the case, it was entirely possible that the reason the Toral was here was because of dark magic—because of the hyadan. It had to be connected, didn’t it?

      Anna darted forward with her hands above her head. She clapped them together and forced power out from her. That energy crashed into the darkness, snaking around it.

      She brought her arms back up again, holding them over her head. The blue light continued to swirl around her.

      The darkness was pushed back.

      Gavin had never seen anything quite like it.

      The El’aras warriors were fighting all around him, battling the vanguard of the Toral, managing as well as he could hope. They were pressing the attackers back and deflecting them, but there were more and more soldiers coming.

      Then there was Anna. She radiated her own power outward. There was something about it that overwhelmed him, and the dark energy she was fighting began to build around her, as if it were overwhelming her too.

      He had to help.

      He stepped forward, and she jerked her head to him. “Not yet,” she commanded.

      Gavin froze. Not yet? What more did she need to do?

      He swept his gaze around for signs of the Toral power, but he couldn’t find anything. He reached for his sword.

      There was a flicker of dark movement near him. As he held on to his core reserves, that movement slowed. He tried not to think about what that meant or how he was able to see it.

      He swiped at the movement, and his sword met another weapon, metal against metal. The opposing weapon looked like a long, slender blade, or a staff, or perhaps just a metal rod. He couldn’t tell as it moved in a blur. He tried to call more of his core reserves through him and force that energy into himself. That was what Anna had said to do.

      If he could let that power flow through him, he might be able to use it.

      It surged up from some place deep inside him. Whereas in the past, he’d tried to force that power outward to burst through something, this time he wanted to bypass his visual limitations. He focused on his eyesight and on what he might be able to see.

      Things started to shift and work in a strange way.

      Everything started to slow. He couldn’t see what he was fighting, only that it was a blur, but each time he felt power flow into him, something slowed down just enough that he could make out some detail of it.

      Gavin swung his sword. He found himself pushing power out through the blade while also pushing power through himself. He could feel that connection as he tried to call upon more of that energy.

      Everything slowed again.

      Then he caught sight of what he faced.

      The man was human, as far as Gavin could tell, but moving faster than any human he’d fought before.

      Gavin swept his blade toward his opponent, who flicked a slender blade toward him. Gavin parried and then turned his blade so that he could bring it back down and around.

      He darted through a series of movements, blocking the attacks coming at him. Strangely, there was energy that was building up as he did so, coming from his core reserves. It was flowing up from some buried part of him, out through his arms and his legs, empowering him in a way he didn’t fully understand.

      And it stored in the blade, which blazed.

      That power continued to build.

      The man was skilled. He was tall and thin, with a long jaw, flowing hair, and slightly pointed ears. With his skillful movement and deadly grace, he reminded Gavin of Thomas, but there was something different about him. Perhaps a brutality.

      Gavin turned, twisting the blade, and he caught the weapon with his.

      This time, as he called power through him, he could feel the energy shifting and starting to slow everything for him one more time.

      He jerked around and swept his sword through the man’s arm. Then he reversed motion quickly, carving back around and stabbing the blade through the man’s chest.

      Gavin looked at the fallen man. There were others scattered around the clearing lying motionless, surrounding Anna’s warriors. Nearly a dozen were down as she still battled the dark energy.

      He started forward, holding on to the power within him, worried she would tell him no again. But at this point, he didn’t know if he could refuse. She needed help.

      “Go,” Theren said, looking over to him. “She needs you now.”

      In the past, Anna had mentioned that he had to make the energy of his core reserves a part of him, but he had struggled to do so, failing when he had intended to draw that power up and through himself. The ring would be similar, though on a grander scale, but he had to try.

      Gavin strained as he reached for that power and failed once again. He could feel power building, see the darkness starting to swirl around him.

      Reaching for his core reserves was easy enough, but calling upon more than that, calling upon the ring itself, was another order of magnitude more complicated. He had spent years trying to understand his core reserves and how to tap into them. It had taken him almost his entire lifetime to realize that it involved magic.

      How was he supposed to reach for the power of the ring now?

      Gavin scrambled off to the side, trying to feel that power. It was faint, and faded, and he could not call on it the way he wanted.

      He tried again, focusing on Anna’s lessons and taking them into account.

      Let the power be a part of yourself.

      This time, he felt a stir.

      And power exploded out from the ring.

      The dark energy Anna was fighting turned toward him. It started to circle, swirling up quickly from someplace along the ground and heading toward his feet.

      Gavin held on to the power as much as he could, but he had no control. As that darkness began to loop around him, he felt it starting to constrict. Why did everything magical try to wrap him in power like that?

      He strained against it, feeling that power as it circled and tried to trap him. Anna stood across from him, hands stretched out to either side of her, pulling on power. As that dark energy started to swirl around him, he heard a soft voice.

      “Now,” Anna whispered through the enchantment she had made for him. How much of that enchantment did she control? “Be the Chain Breaker,” she said.

      Gavin started to pull on his core reserves, and he pushed outward.

      The energy was considerable, and he could feel it building against him, trying to fight him. This felt different than when Cyran and others had used their power around him. Did he have any way of breaking free?

      He pressed, and the darkness continued to build—some sort of shadow, but not quite. Gavin knew it was a dark energy, and he could feel how it pushed against him. He had to keep fighting.

      His power exploded.

      The magic forced itself against that darkness, and the shadowy energy bulged. For a moment, the darkness held, but as Gavin pressed with as much power as he could, he managed to push beyond it.

      And then the darkness faded. There was still some power and energy that swirled around him, but not quite like there had been before.

      “You can relax,” Anna said. “You have done what was needed.” Anna jerkily laced up the weapons bag Thomas had dropped.

      “What was that?” Gavin said to her.

      “As I said, the families have divided.” She looked at the others gathered around her. “And worse, it seems as if they have made an alliance they should not have.”

      “What happened to the Toral?”

      “I don’t know,” Anna said. Her voice was low, but she couldn’t hide the concern within it. “The El’aras have never cooperated with Toral before. Their power is too similar to sorcery.”

      Gavin thought about what Jayna had said to him about Toral magic. “But it’s not the same, is it?”

      Anna glanced in his direction. “No. But close enough.”

      She was still holding on to power, and that magic filled her. Gavin couldn’t even imagine how she had control over such considerable energy. He had so little control over his own, and he wondered if he could ever draw upon the kind of power she possessed.

      “It seems that the circumstances have changed,” she said.

      “And what circumstances are those?” Gavin asked.

      “The ones surrounding you.” She looked to the center of the clearing where the darkened figures had been. Either they had departed, or whatever power he had used had actually harmed them. Gavin wasn’t sure which it was at this point.

      “None of this should have happened,” Anna said.

      He held her gaze. “I know you don’t want to protect the city, but I think it’s necessary. Until we know what’s going on and why it’s here, the city needs to be defended.”

      “I need to send word to my people. If the El’aras have truly begun working with a Toral, then I might be able to arrange protection. But I cannot guarantee that, Gavin Lorren.”

      “The city needs help, and I need to go with Imogen to stop the hyadan.”

      The alternative was letting Imogen and Gaspar leave without him, but he didn’t like that idea at all. They had gone with him when he had needed help.

      It was strange for him to feel compelled to help someone, but they were his friends.

      They were his team.

      “They need me,” he said. “And I’m asking for a favor.”

      Anna breathed out slowly. “I can give you a little time. I can’t guarantee how long. But I do agree.”

      Gavin frowned. “You do?”

      She nodded. “The city must be defended.”

      “Were they after the ring?”

      “The ring. The Shard. Getting both in the same place would be dangerous…” She trailed off without explaining more, then tapped something at her waist and nodded to her warriors. They drifted away, becoming little more than shadows among the trees again.

      “Here,” Anna said, striding over to Gavin and touching his enchantment. She pressed power through it and it filled him with a sense of warmth. As she spoke, her voice came loud and clear to him. “If I need to reach you, I will only have to speak into the enchantment.”

      “I have a way of speaking to Wrenlow too, so having something similar with you wouldn’t be the worst thing,” he said, chuckling.

      “Not the worst thing? Exactly what a woman wants to hear. I will see you back to the city.”

      “You don’t need to do that,” he said.

      “Very well. Then you can see me back to the city.”

      “Do you need protection?”

      A dark frown crossed her brow. “Perhaps I do.”

      “Then you have it.”

      They headed through the trees, neither of them speaking. Anna looked everywhere around her, and Gavin had the distinct sense that she was on edge, which he understood. With everything they had now encountered, all of this was incredibly dangerous. He worried that leaving Yoran, and leaving Anna alone, was a mistake.

      When they reached the outskirts of the city, he took a deep breath, feeling the cool sensation of power that washed over him and limited his magic—power he knew he could do nothing about. He glanced over to Anna, but she didn’t seem to have any difficulty.

      “Make your preparations, Gavin Lorren. You must be cautious.” She peered back toward the forest. “First the hyadan and now this, with the El’aras family and Toral working together.” Her words were more clipped than usual. “I fear we have not yet begun to feel everything that has taken place, and that we are nowhere near seeing the end of what is happening here. And until we do…” She looked over to Gavin. “Perhaps you and I will be joined together even more than I realized.”
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      Gavin hadn’t gone far into the city when he started to feel somebody following him. His nerves were on edge. After the attack in the forest, and after having seen what he had with the El’aras facing El’aras, he couldn’t help but be tense. Worse, now it felt as if the sensation was pursuing him. Gavin had long ago learned to trust that strange inkling that tickled at the back of his mind, one that trailed along his spine, leaving the hairs on his neck standing up. It was one that suggested somebody was there, honed by years of training.

      And given what he’d seen, it wasn’t just training. It was his own concern.

      This part of the city consisted mostly of rows of homes. Some had their windows open, others had doors that had been barred and closed. All of them were tidy and compact, almost as if the people here used each other for protection. In a city like Yoran, there was a need for that, and he understood that having neighbors nearby would offer a measure of additional defense that living in isolated homes would not. How many of these people were enchanters?

      Gavin hadn’t given that much thought, but there had been a time when enchanters had lived all throughout the city and hadn’t felt the need to be hidden the way they now did. Then again, there had been a time when sorcerers roamed the city as well. Could they have occupied places like this? In Gavin’s experience, sorcerers tended to have an arrogance about them, and their homes were grander.

      He swept his gaze around and half expected to see one of the El’aras, perhaps even Theren, but there was no sign of them. Gavin moved carefully in the shadows, meandering along the buildings and glancing over his shoulders from time to time to double-check whether anybody followed him. He couldn’t see anyone. Whoever was there must be skilled.

      Gavin turned a corner, and he came across a small square that he’d spent some time near. Typically, there was a market here, and today was no different. Dozens of stalls were arranged around the square, with a throng of people filling it. Sounds of voices carried through the air, and the smells of food from the street carts drifted toward him.

      Three men drummed on small metal tubs, and children danced in front of them. Acrobats tumbled off to one side, spinning hoops, jumping, and demonstrating their flexibility.

      Gavin needed to get back to the Dragon. Imogen and Gaspar were likely planning their departure without him. He had been gone long enough. He had met with Anna to get help protecting the city, and now that he had arranged it, it was time for him to join with the others.

      But there was that sensation that something followed him.

      And he couldn’t shake it.

      He reached the far side of the square and ducked underneath the overhang of a nearby building. He didn’t see anyone.

      Somebody had triggered his alarm, though.

      A pair of constables marched through a clearing nearby. The area wasn’t large, and the two had no difficulty making their way across it without anyone bothering them. It was almost as if the crowd parted around them. He suspected they had. Few people wanted to interfere with the constables.

      Gavin couldn’t tell which of them were enchanters with natural abilities. Maybe neither. If that was the case, he suspected that at least one of them, or probably both, carried heavy enchantments with them even now.

      As he stared, he noted a glint of metal on the hand of one man. A ring. The other had a band of silver glittering around his neck. Another enchantment.

      What he wouldn’t give for Zella’s ability to know each enchantment simply by touching it and testing it.

      Were the constables the sense he had detected?

      Gavin didn’t think so. They wouldn’t draw his attention, even if they had enchantments. He had to be feeling something else.

      Could it be one of the El’aras that had attacked in the forest? There wasn’t any sign of them. Then again, if they moved as quickly as the ones he had seen, he might not even know. Would they be in the city with the barrier now around it?

      Gavin needed more information, and there was only one way he could get what he needed quickly enough to be useful. He only wished that his friend knew just how valuable he was.

      “Wrenlow,” he said, tapping on the enchantment in his ear and whispering into it. “Is Gaspar around?”

      “All you have to do is talk to me,” Gaspar said through the enchantment.

      “I didn’t know if you had the enchantment with you. Most of the time, you try to keep it out.”

      “Most of the time, you go about chattering in my ear too often. You do realize that we are trying to prepare to leave. Imogen is ready. She told you more about her than she’s told anyone other than me, so be careful you don’t betray that trust.”

      “I won’t,” Gavin said. “I’m not trying to delay us either, but this is important. There was an incident outside the city today.” He proceeded to tell them both about the attack, how Anna had handled it, and the concern he had about the Toral and the other El’aras.

      “We know there are other factions of El’aras,” Wrenlow said. “I guess I never expected to see them battling each other openly.”

      “I have a feeling Anna didn’t expect that either,” Gavin said.

      “When you first went after her, there was another faction here,” Gaspar reminded them.

      Gavin nodded. “There was, but I’m not sure if they were here because of her or because of Cyran. But anyway, I’m in the—”

      “The Circus Square,” Gaspar said with a scoff. “I can hear it. So you can just admit that you enjoy watching the acrobats.”

      “Somebody’s following me. I figured maybe you could sweep by here, let me know if you pick up on anything, and—”

      Gaspar grunted. “I see. You want another set of eyes. You have to give me a little time.”

      “You’ve got it. I’m just going to hang out by the wall on the far side of the square and wait for you. There are a trio of acrobats near me.”

      “You’re a child,” Gaspar said.

      “Because I’m watching the circus?”

      “Yes.”

      Gavin chuckled.

      The enchantment went silent, and he took to waiting. As he did, he scanned the rooftops for anything he might have overlooked, but he didn’t see anything. There was the ongoing, unshakable feeling that there was something out there. He had been waiting for the better part of ten minutes when he heard Gaspar in his ear again.

      “I’m on the far side,” Gaspar said. “Nothing suspicious here.”

      Gavin looked across the square. Gaspar appeared to be haggling for thick yellow socks. A nearby performer blew out a long plume of fire. Gaspar narrowed his eyes.

      “Fine,” Gavin said. “I’m not imagining it though. And why in the gods have you bought those?”

      “It’s the best wool in the city and mustard brings out my eyes. And I didn’t say you were, boy.”

      Gavin let out a small laugh. “I know that tone. You do think I’m imagining something.”

      “You don’t know any such tone,” Gaspar said. “Besides, with all of the outrageous shit that’s been going on these days, I can’t deny that you might detect something.”

      Gavin snorted. “Make your way over here and I can join you.”

      “If there’s nothing there, I’m going to keep moving,” Gaspar said. “Have to finish making preparations before we leave.”

      “I won’t be far behind you, then. It doesn’t take me nearly as long to get ready as it does you,” Gavin said. Gaspar grunted, and Gavin laughed. “But then, I do a lot of things faster than you do.”

      “You might be surprised, boy.” Gaspar watched him, and there was a question glittering in his eyes. “I do want to tell you that you don’t have to do this.”

      Gavin hesitated. “This is Imogen. She helped me. And Wrenlow. It’s not that I have to do it. I want to do it.”

      There was a pause, and then Gaspar answered, “Good.” He sounded relieved. “She needs us, boy. She don’t always want to admit it, but she needs us. She’s been through some things, survived more than most. Maybe not compared to you, but more than most. And if we can offer her a measure of comfort, then that’s what we need to do.”

      “I never said I wasn’t willing to help,” Gavin said.

      “I know. If you’d let me finish, you’d hear me thank you. Don’t go getting used to it, though. This is the sort of thing I don’t like to do, especially when it comes to you. I have to admit that ever since you came to the city, things have turned a bit to shit, but I’ve felt like I had somebody watching over me as well. That matters to a man like me.”

      Gavin looked across the distance, holding Gaspar’s gaze. “You’re going to make me go all soft here.”

      Gaspar glowered at him. “There you go. Ruining the moment.”

      Gavin turned serious. “I appreciate you as well. I don’t know if I could have done any of this without your help.”

      “You couldn’t.”

      Gaspar slipped away.

      Even the enchantment went silent, which told Gavin all he needed about Gaspar and what he was doing. Whatever he planned on, it was something Gavin couldn’t be a part of.

      A flicker of shadowy movement came from across the square, and Gavin looked up. He raced around the outside of the square, following that form as it bounded across the rooftops.

      The figure was enchanted.

      Were it another time, Gavin might not have pursued them, but somehow they were able to move like that despite the barrier enchantments around the city?

      That was troublesome.

      And it was reason enough for Gavin to go hunting. He needed to understand how this person had the ability to run across the ground the way they obviously did. If only he had his own enchantment enabled that would allow his to still work within the barrier. He could try his core reserves, but didn’t expect that to be effective.

      Gavin tried it anyway and called up the power within himself, and he found that something had changed.

      He could access that power. But how?

      Was the enchanted barrier down—or had they somehow permitted him to use power in the city? The latter would be useful, if they’d offer that to him.

      Rather than continuing to use his own core reserves, Gavin reached into his pocket, grabbed one of his enchantments for speed, and slipped it onto his wrist.

      Enchanted power filled him, and he started running. He reached the building with the last rooftop he’d spotted the person running across, then looked up, but he didn’t see any sign of them. Gavin scrambled up the side of the structure and pulled himself up the lower-level overhang. When he landed on the rooftop, he swept his gaze around. There was nothing.

      He slipped forward carefully. There was reason for him to be cautious, if this person could bypass the magic mitigation barrier within the city.

      He flattened himself onto the rooftop and waited until he saw the flicker of shadowed movement again. Then he darted after it.

      Drawing upon the enchantment, Gavin pushed some of his own power through it. Doing so made him move even faster. It burned through the enchantment’s magic more quickly, but he knew where to acquire more.

      The figure was small, like a child. Could it be one of the El’aras?

      If it was, Gavin had to be more careful. He was tempted to reach out to Anna, to see if she might be able to explain what had happened, but he didn’t have time. Besides, a child El’aras would not be in the city alone. This was something else.

      He leapt across the space between buildings and found the figure trying to get down from the rooftop. Gavin summoned his reserves, and he jumped. He’d discovered in the past that doing so would power him enough that he could sail, but he hadn’t expected to call on quite so much.

      He lost control, flying across the distance and crashing into the cobblestones below.

      Gavin lifted his head as the figure raced down the street. He scrambled to his feet, racing after them. When they rounded a corner, he lunged and tackled them to the ground.

      The person was strong. Enchanted strong.

      He spun them over, pressing their shoulders down into the stones.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Gavin asked them.

      “Get off me.” A soft voice carried up to him. A girl’s.

      He relaxed his hold only slightly, but the girl used his moment of indecision and kicked. Enchanted as she was, she booted him off easily.

      Gavin went flying, landing on the far side of the street, but immediately lurched forward. He reached for his core reserves, pulling the energy through himself the way Anna wanted. He could feel something shift as power flowed through him.

      He jumped forward, reaching for the girl, and crashed into her. She cried out and pushed on him, trying to get away.

      “Why are you following me?” he demanded.

      “I’m not following you! Gods, didn’t even know you were there.”

      “You were following someone.”

      She remained quiet.

      Gavin snorted. “Talk or I’ll find the constables and—”

      “I was paid to find something here.”

      Gavin frowned at her. “And what is that?”

      “Does it matter?” She shrugged and tried to scramble back, but Gavin held on to her.

      Stringy brown hair framed her pale face, and she was surprisingly thin for how strong she was—though that could have only been because of an enchantment. She looked young, but he suspected she wasn’t quite as young as she appeared.

      Maybe she was El’aras, but she just a child.

      “I was given this to use,” she said, glowering at him. She started to reach into her pocket, and Gavin grabbed her wrists. “If you want to know what I’m doing, then you can let me show you.”

      He released one, but held on to the other. “If you try anything, know that I’m quick with my dagger.”

      “Yeah? Who isn’t?”

      She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small, circular item. It looked like a coin with a hollowed center. There were markings on its surface.

      “What is it?”

      “I saw the way you move,” she said. “You know what it is. Unless you’re dumber than you look.”

      Gavin grinned at her. “I know what it is, but what are you doing with it?”

      “I was supposed to follow it and then…” She shot him a look. “It don’t matter.”

      “Show me,” Gavin said.

      She shook her head at him. “You really are kind of slow. You see, you hold it out”—she wrapped her hand around it—“and when it vibrates, you can feel where it’s telling you to go. As it does, you follow it. Just like that. Do you need me to show you?”

      “So what are you following?”

      She shrugged and handed him the enchantment. She started to turn away, trying to pull free of him, but Gavin held tightly on to her.

      He chuckled. “I don’t think so.”

      “You don’t need me.” She looked behind him, and Gavin caught a glimpse of Imogen in the distance. What was she doing out here? “You already have this,” the girl added hurriedly. “If you’re after the same thing, then just follow it. I don’t really care.”

      Her demeanor had shifted enough that Gavin had to wonder what she was afraid of. He glanced around and noticed two constables making their way along the street. Maybe it was that.

      “You aren’t after me?”

      “Gods no. Why would I care about you?” she said.

      “I have no idea.” With that, Gavin let her arm go, and he pursed his lips. There was something off about her and the kind of power she was trying to access. He believed her, though, which surprised him. “How many other enchantments do you have?”

      “Does it matter?”

      She turned her hand over and flicked her wrist out, revealing a bracelet circling it. The band was made of silver and much thinner than the bracelets Olivia had given him. He suspected this was the one that gave her enhanced speed.

      “What else do you have?” Gavin asked.

      “Don’t need any more,” she said.

      “You obviously have enchanted strength.”

      She held out her bracelet again. “This one.”

      “Somebody sent you after…” He frowned.

      “Does it even matter?” she asked. “I gave you what you need. If that’s what you’re after, if you want the way to track it, you go ahead and take it. Like I told you, I don’t really need it.”

      He frowned again. “Do you have some other way of tracking it?”

      “Why would I need that? I don’t really care. I was just—”

      She covered her mouth, and Gavin chuckled.

      “You were just what?”

      “I was just nothing.” She looked around. “Now, are you going to let me leave, or are you going to try to hurt me? I have some experience with men like you. If you want to hurt me, you might find it doesn’t go well for you.”

      “I don’t have any interest in hurting you,” Gavin said.

      “Yeah? Then why don’t you let me go?”

      “I’m trying to decide what I want to do with you.”

      She glared at him. “See? You are planning to hurt me.”

      “Where’s your home?” he asked.

      She glanced behind him again. “It don’t matter where my home is.”

      He studied her more intently. Her hair was ragged and her clothing tattered. He’d never seen someone with access to enchantments living on the streets before.

      Then there was her voice.

      It had a hint of an accent, enough that Gavin couldn’t quite place it, but he suspected it was not from Yoran.

      “Is whatever you’re tracking even in the city?” he asked.

      “What kind of question is that? Of course it is.”

      Gavin debated whether he wanted to keep her there but decided against it. There was no point. Besides, he knew what she meant by men who’d wanted to hurt her. That was the kind of man he’d lived with. Tristan hadn’t necessarily hurt girls preferentially, but he’d certainly been willing hurt others. And Gavin didn’t like the idea of this poor girl facing that same sort of thing.

      When she backed away, he held his hands up.

      “You can keep the enchantment on your wrist,” he said.

      “Really? You would do that for me? You’re so kind, sir.”

      Gavin laughed. “And you’re a little smartass. But you should be careful.”

      “Maybe you should be careful.” She nodded to the tracking enchantment in his hand. “Good luck finding that. I don’t know what it is, only that I was supposed to follow it.”

      “Who asked you to?”

      “You’re really slow. I don’t know who hired me. I was just supposed to follow it. I wasn’t supposed to take anything. It’s almost like they didn’t think I could. Their mistake.” She grinned. “Back there in that square, I managed to grab a bunch of things. Too many people seem to think I can’t get anything.”

      Gavin found himself grinning at her, imagining her working through the square. “And what did you get?”

      “It don’t matter. Be seeing you, old man.”

      With that, she scrambled away and disappeared. It was strange to see her jumping across the rooftops, but stranger still that he found it amusing more than anything else. Certainly not threatening.

      Something was off about the whole thing. He wasn’t entirely sure what it was, only that he was certain he was missing something. She was a street girl, and she struck him as more savvy than she’d let on. Which meant she probably hadn’t been completely honest with him.

      Maybe he should have followed her.

      The tracking enchantment intrigued him, but he could have Wrenlow look into it. While Gavin was gone, he might as well have Wrenlow keeping tabs on the girl.

      Before he left, he had a few other things that he needed to accomplish. One would be gathering supplies. He could have Gaspar do it, but there were a few supplies that Gavin thought he would be best equipped to acquire. And, besides, he wanted to have some choice in the matter.

      It didn’t take long before he stood before the Captain’s fortress. It didn’t look much different than it did when the Captain had been alive, though more lights glowed in windows. Sculptures arranged around the outside of the wall looked simply like decoration, though Gavin knew they were all enchantments. Incredibly detailed as well. If he made the wrong move, or came off the least bit threatening, he had little doubt the enchantments would turn on him.

      He approached the gate slowly. Gavin called upon the energy of his core reserves, thankful that his power had started to restore, knowing he had to be careful here.

      The enchantments turned toward him. One looked like a massive dog, and another looked something like a cat, though with an unusual appearance. It had overly large ears and a tail that curled around it, with a level of detail that made it seem like a real creature had been turned to stone.

      As soon as they saw him, they swiveled their stone heads back to look out at the street. He smiled to himself as he passed through the gate and headed up to the doorway, where a dark-haired, young-looking woman stood watching him.

      “You keyed them to recognize me?” he asked Zella.

      She made a motion, and he followed her inside, closing the door behind him.

      “I figured I would see you again,” she said.

      Gavin chuckled. “It’s good to see you as well.”

      The entrance of the home had changed far more than the exterior. It was warmer, for one. Lights glowed everywhere, most of them enchanted, and all of the animal heads and weapons the Captain had used to adorn his home had been torn down, leaving the interior of the building almost welcoming. A pair of enchanters stood down one hall, though Gavin didn’t recognize either of them.

      “You keep making a habit of visiting,” she said.

      “I’m not after anything in particular.”

      She arched a brow at him. “We know that’s not true. Otherwise you wouldn’t have come.”

      He shrugged. “You’re right. That’s not entirely true. I do need something.” He looked around the home, glad that the enchanters had claimed this space. It suited them. Not all of them lived here, but enough did. “I presume you have your own way of ensuring access to magic through the shield?”

      She stared at him, saying nothing.

      “I can’t imagine you would have been willing to place enchantments around the city without some way to bypass them.”

      “They would not be effective if they could be bypassed,” she said.

      He frowned. “But I can still use power here.”

      “The only exception is this structure.”

      He started to smile, but she shook her head. “I don’t disagree with Davel on this,” Zella said. “There have been dangers. When the Fates presented themselves, they posed a very different threat. Then your sorcerer friend and his most recent attack confirmed our suspicions. We need to protect Yoran in a way we have not before.”

      “I see.”

      “The Chain Breaker can’t be here permanently,” she said.

      Gavin stiffened. He knew she was right, but hearing someone say it so bluntly still surprised him.

      “What did you need?”

      “I’m going to be leaving for a little while,” he said. “I was hoping you might provide me with some items that will make the journey easier.”

      She snorted. “You want enchantments again.”

      “This is for Gaspar and Imogen. This is for—”

      “Your request is enough. You can take what you need. I’ve labeled many of them so others can find what they need.”

      That would be useful. “Thank you.”

      It might have been his imagination, but it seemed almost as if she was irritated with him. Gavin didn’t think he had done anything to warrant that, but then again, they felt Yoran was in danger because of those that had come to the city for him.

      “Take what you need. I assume you need transportation, or else you wouldn’t have mentioned leaving the city. There are several different items that Mekel has made recently. I suspect any of them will be satisfactory.” She turned to him. “When you return, I would like to speak with you about a few other details.”

      “We can talk now.”

      She hesitated. “No. I think I would prefer to talk when you return. Travel safely.”

      She turned away, leaving Gavin alone.

      He would’ve objected, but he knew where the storage room for enchantments could be found, and he knew exactly what he needed. She had also started to label the enchantments, so he would not need her help identifying their purpose.

      After gathering the usuals—different enchantments for speed, strength, and enhanced eyesight—he grabbed a handful that would help them travel. He couldn’t be certain, but they were a variety of creatures, including what seemed to be a lizard. He would’ve left the last, but there didn’t appear to be many other alternatives. They were all stationed outside and around the fortress.

      By the time he headed back out, he didn’t see any of the enchanters in the main part of the home. He had made his way through the courtyard and back out of the gate when Gaspar’s voice crackled through the enchantment. The stone creatures surrounding the wall looked in his direction briefly, annoyed that the enchantment would intrude upon them.

      “You ever coming back?” Gaspar asked. “We’re fixing to go. Didn’t want to leave you behind, but we will if we need to.”

      “I figured we’d wait to leave until morning.”

      “Sure. But how long you plan on wandering tonight?”

      Gavin chuckled. “I was getting supplies. I’ll be back in time for us to depart.”

      “Good. Not doing this without you.”

      It was another rare moment from Gaspar. When Gavin tried to tease him, the enchantment remained silent. He laughed softly as he headed back to the Dragon. It was time for him to get ready. Imogen needed him, and though he didn’t like leaving Yoran in its current state, the city was as protected as it could be in his absence.

      He tried not to think of all the ways it could go wrong.
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      Sun shone down outside the city.

      They had moved beyond the borders of Yoran, and Gavin took a moment to glance back. From here, he could see the outskirts of the city itself, some of the buildings rising higher than others, including the Captain’s fortress. The black marble steeples arched sharply like the upturned wing of a bat.

      Imogen stood with a small dark silver box in hand, frowning as she stared at it.

      “The old academy,” Gaspar said, watching Gavin as he stared at the building.

      “Sorcerers?” Gavin asked.

      Theren shifted in the breeze, fastening his cloak tighter. Theren produced a cookie from a kerchief in his knapsack and threw half to Imogen.

      She swiped it out of the air and stared down at it.

      “They’re oatmeal,” Theren said helpfully.

      Gavin snorted. Just when he thought he started to understand some of the El’aras.

      “Back when the Triad ruled, they had an academy here,” Gaspar continued. “It wasn’t quite as impressive as the main academy, but they used it to screen candidates for that one.” He breathed out heavily before turning his attention to Gavin. “There was a time when everything within the city seemed funneled toward the academy. When the Triad ruled, sorcery was… well, it was everything in the city.”

      “I’ve known other places like that,” Theren said. “Usually, the sorcerers lead with violence.”

      “Sometimes, but not always,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin glanced over to him. “Are you second-guessing what happened in your city?”

      He shook his head. “No, I know what happened here. I was here for it, you remember.”

      “I would imagine you were here for the founding of the city.”

      “Careful, boy.”

      Gavin chuckled. “What happened to the academy after the Triad was expelled?”

      Gaspar shrugged. “It emptied. No one wanted to get too close to it, and for good reason. Couldn’t risk anything there, and few had any idea what the sorcerers kept inside. They figure it was safest to stay away.”

      “What did you think?”

      Gaspar shrugged again. “I never bothered with the academy. Too many bad memories of sorcery, you know. Besides, I’ve seen dangerous enchantments throughout my days as a constable, and I wasn’t at all interested in risking myself for the possibility that some enchantment might be triggered. Now the other constables, on the other hand, well… I can’t say what Davel Chan did.”

      Gavin frowned. He could easily imagine that Davel would have been all too eager to head into the old academy building. What would he have found?

      He pulled his gaze away. There wasn’t any reason for him to continue staring. Instead, he had to focus on the task at hand.

      Gaspar held two stone enchantments lightly in his palm, and Gavin looked at the other enchantments with them. One looked to be a small dog, and he recognized another as a tiger. A third reminded him of the wolf he had used before.

      “What are these?” Theren asked, glancing from Gavin to the others.

      He had a smile on his face, the way he always seemed to. It was as if Theren were in on some grand joke at all times, a far more lighthearted El’aras than any others Gavin had encountered. It was no wonder Anna didn’t mind having him around. It was a far cry from the dour expression Thomas often wore.

      “These are enchantments made by some of the finest enchanters in the city,” Gavin said, motioning to the items he held. “At least, that’s what they would tell you.”

      Imogen’s enchantment looked something like a lizard. What would happen with it once it grew, and how would it be used? The enchantment seemed to have a reasonable amount of power within it. The last time they’d had enchantments like these, Imogen had grown close to hers and had suffered when it had been destroyed.

      “What are we supposed to do with it?” Theren asked. “Is it some sort of protective device?”

      “You’ll see,” Gavin said, then glanced back at the city once again.

      Even though they were outside of it, he could still practically feel the energy of Yoran. There was a certain level of it circling around that came from the city, but also seemed to emanate from elsewhere.

      Yoran needed protection. It wasn’t going to be completely safe, and despite knowing that the constables and the enchanters were guarding it, Gavin couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more he needed to do.

      “She will keep watch,” Theren said. “The Risen Shard. There is no reason for you to fear.”

      “It’s not fear. It’s more a feeling. Too much has been taking place, and I would much prefer to make sure that I was there if it happened again.”

      “Do you think you can do more than the might of the El’aras?”

      Gavin resisted the urge to tell him that he was one of the El’aras and instead shook his head. “No. I think the city is as safe as it can be, then.”

      In the distance, the forest stretched out before them, though it was still farther away than it was to the north. The southern side of the city was a rolling plain, with the occasional tree dotting it, and tall grasses growing. The cobblestone road that stretched away was bright, and almost vibrant enough that Gavin could practically feel the life that flowed here.

      “Get on with it,” Gaspar said. He had a gray traveling cloak slung over his shoulders, and somewhere he had come across a long sword and had it sheathed at his side, though Gavin had never known him to use a sword. He didn’t even know if the old thief had any skill with it. Of course, Gaspar being who he was, he probably was an expert with the blade.

      “Right,” Gavin said, setting the stone tiger on the ground.

      There was a part of him that still missed the wolf he had ridden before, which felt as if it had belonged to him, even though he knew better. The wolf was just an enchantment, no different than the one he wore around his wrist to augment his speed or the one on his finger that enhanced his eyesight.

      He opened himself to his core reserves. As he pushed out power, he let it flow into the stone tiger.

      There was a faint stirring. It was subtle, but it was enough that Gavin could feel energy flowing into it. Gradually, the tiger began to elongate and increase in size, growing larger than a dog until it was nearly the size of a small horse.

      Theren chuckled. “Now that is a trick.” He glanced over to the others. “Let me guess. Each of you has one of these?”

      Gaspar grunted. “Are you going to keep going on like that the entire time we travel together?”

      “Come on, Gaspar,” Gavin said. “You don’t have to give him a hard time about being who he is.”

      “You’re right. I don’t have to give him a hard time, but I might.”

      Gavin tapped on Imogen’s enchantment. The lizard gradually lengthened until it became large enough for her to sit on, though it was still low to the ground.

      Amusement glittered in Theren’s eyes. “That one may not move quite as fast as the others,” he said. He tapped on the enchantment nearest him, and it quickly began to shift, growing into what looked to be an enormous dog. Theren leaned down, examining it closer. “A wolfhound. It even looks like one.”

      “You’ve seen these before?” Gavin asked.

      “We have wolfhounds in my land. At least, we did. Since I moved to the forest, I don’t see them anymore. They aren’t as common there. There are other creatures instead.” He nodded to the tiger. “Some that look like that. Massive cats that prowl through the trees, climbing along the branches, watching you. It’s almost as if the damn things hunt us.”

      The comment surprised Gavin. He wouldn’t expect the forest creatures to hunt the El’aras, though given where the El’aras lived, he should have known there would be dangerous predators.

      “We should get going,” Gavin said.

      He hurriedly tapped on Gaspar’s enchantment. The wolf began to stretch until it was slightly larger than the wolfhound Theren had.

      Gaspar looked over. “Mine’s bigger.”

      Theren grinned. “Is that how this trip is going to be? Can’t say I expected that out of the Chain Breaker.”

      “You didn’t get it out of the Chain Breaker,” Gavin said. “You got it out of Gaspar. And Gaspar has issues.”

      “I don’t have issues, boy.”

      “See? He has issues. He can’t even refer to me by my first name.” Gavin looked over to Gaspar and found the old thief glowering at him. It was almost enough to bring a smile to his face.

      That urge to smile quickly faded. It felt as if they had too much they were still trying to do, too much left unresolved. Gavin had to think that Anna would protect the city, but if she couldn’t…

      It might not even be that she couldn’t. Davel and the other constables might preclude it. Hopefully, if there were any issues, Gavin would hear from Anna or from Wrenlow. That was, if the enchantment worked from a distance like that.

      “Let’s get going,” he said, looking at the others. “I don’t want to be away from the city any longer than necessary. I told you what we faced in the forest,” he said to Gaspar. “If the El’aras decide to battle one another…”

      “Then it’s not on us,” Gaspar said. “Let the El’aras fight.” He glanced toward Theren. “No offense, but it’s none of my business.”

      Theren flashed a broad smile. “None taken.”

      “If they fight near the city, then it is,” Gavin said.

      Imogen stared straight ahead, a worried expression in her eyes. For all Gavin’s concern about the city and those within it, he had another person to worry about. Imogen needed to complete this bond quest, to destroy the hyadan as she had intended to before.

      He climbed onto the stone tiger and tucked his legs around the creature. He had ridden the wolf like this before and knew what would be involved, including the jarring sensation he would feel. It didn’t make it any easier when the tiger began to gallop at a rapid pace.

      “Not a lot of cushion with these things, is there?” Theren asked. He bounced with the wolfhound, a wide grin plastered on his face, as if all of this was some grand adventure.

      And to him, maybe it was. Everything Gavin had seen from Theren suggested he enjoyed everything he was asked to do. When Gavin and Wrenlow had traveled through a dozen different cities and several different countries, most of the jobs Gavin had pulled had not involved much skill. As they’d made their way from place to place while he tried to come up with his strategy for how he would best use his skills, he’d never had a real sparring partner.

      This man, though, could be what he had been looking for. This was somebody he could envision traveling with. More than that, Theren obviously had enough skill to challenge Gavin.

      They rode quickly. Traveling this far to the south and east would be a long trip, and it was difficult for him to stay seated on the stone tiger. He leaned close, keeping his legs wrapped around the creature and trying to maintain his hold on it. There was a certain unpleasant energy with the way they bounced, but Gavin started to find a rhythm, letting the speed of the stone tiger carry him.

      They traveled until dusk, and the landscape had changed dramatically. They’d circled around several smaller villages and a few other towns, and had flown by rivers and streams, all blurring past. Traveling atop the stone enchantments gave them far greater speed than they would’ve been able to achieve in any other way. They found a copse of trees, and they guided the stone creatures off to the side of the road, where Gavin and Gaspar quickly began to make a camp.

      “This is a longer journey than the last one we took on these damn things,” Gaspar said.

      “It would be nearly a month by foot,” Gavin said. “Are you already upset you came?”

      Gaspar glared at him. “Not about that. I’m upset we have more time on these damn things. You could have asked him to put some padding on.”

      “I’m not so sure that’s how it works.”

      “Me neither, but you still could have asked.”

      Gavin chuckled. They gathered some loose wood, and he even hacked off some of the other wood from a low-lying tree, piled it up, and created a ring for fire. If it were just him traveling, Gavin wouldn’t bother to start a fire, mostly because he didn’t need the extra attention, but the four of them would be safer. There was no reason for them to be in any real danger here. Then again, he had only a vague sense of where they were going. They were following Imogen, who guided them in virtual silence.

      “She’s having a hard time with this,” Gavin said as they continued to look for wood for a campfire.

      “She had captured the keystone,” Gaspar said. “That’s what bothers her, you know.”

      Gavin regarded Imogen. Theren stood near her, offering another El’aras treat. “I can imagine that it would.”

      “I think it’s hard for her to acknowledge. She was making her way to a place where she thought it could be destroyed. Then she was attacked on the road and lost it.” Gaspar took a deep breath. “She tracked it to Yoran but couldn’t find it from there. She blames herself for what’s happening.”

      “But there hadn’t been any hyadan for a while.”

      “Not for some time,” Gaspar said.

      “I wonder what changed.”

      Gaspar turned his attention to Imogen. “I don’t know. And I don’t think she knows either, but she worries. Then again, she keeps it inside, the way she always has since I’ve known her. She’s strong that way.”

      That could’ve been strength, or it could’ve been the start of weakness. People who kept things inside often let it build up until it cracked.

      But then again, he couldn’t imagine that happening to Imogen.

      “Just be ready to help her when she needs it,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin got a fire going, and the others took a seat around it. The flames crackled gently, and they cast a pleasing warmth against the growing cool of the darkening night. Gaspar broke out some jerky and bread.

      “Jessica wanted to make sure we had provisions,” he said. “I’m not so sure of her supplier for the jerky, but it’s better than what I used to have when I traveled.”

      Gavin glanced over, frowning. “When you used to travel?”

      Gaspar looked at the flames. “A man needs to get out on the road. Needs to see things, don’t he?”

      “I suppose he might.”

      “Well, some of us got out to explore a little bit and took a chance to see the world.”

      It was a side of Gaspar that Gavin hadn’t expected.

      “What did you do before you were a constable?” he asked.

      Gaspar shook his head. “I didn’t do a whole lot.” He took a bite of his jerky, chewing slowly. “Most of the interesting stories come from after that time. It’s not like I’m keeping some great secret from you, boy. I grew up in Yoran. It was my home. I started working for the constables, trained with them, and… Well, you know the rest of it.”

      “I don’t know how you became the thief you are.”

      Gaspar smiled. “You study a thing long enough and you get good at it. I was always quiet, and while I might not have been the best fighter, I did have talents while I was with the constables. Not everybody needed enchantments.”

      “You didn’t know about them.”

      “No,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin had wondered about Gaspar ever since getting to know him. There had to be more to it than just someone who had once been a constable suddenly deciding to become a thief. It was a story hoped to tease out of Gaspar. Maybe now was a good time for that.

      “Who taught you how to be a thief?” Gavin asked, leaning close to him.

      “She was nothing like the man who taught you,” Gaspar said.

      That elicited an arched brow from Gavin. “She?”

      “You don’t think a woman can teach a man how to steal? When I was young and had enough stolen hearts, I figured the best teacher might as well be a woman.”

      Gavin let out a small laugh. “Is she in Yoran?”

      “No. She was old when I started working with her, and…” He stared at the fire, going quiet for a while.

      “What happened?”

      “Can’t say that I know,” Gaspar said. “Poison, probably. She tended to take difficult jobs. Nothing like the kind I prefer.”

      That provoked another question. “What kind of jobs have you taken on? I’ve never really gathered that from you.”

      “Well, while the Captain was active, I tried to keep him from getting ahold of enchantments he shouldn’t.” Gaspar looked over toward Imogen, shaking his head, then turned back to Gavin. “Once you showed up in Yoran, even that wasn’t necessary.”

      There was more to it, Gavin was certain, but as he looked across the fire at Gaspar, he had a feeling the old thief wasn’t going to share anything more.

      “What prompted you to leave Yoran?” Gavin asked.

      “You know what it was.”

      “It can’t all have been about the enchanters.”

      “I was angry,” Gaspar said. “And I wanted to get revenge. I left the constables and the city, and eventually learned my new trade. Before returning, I met Imogen.”

      Gavin glanced over to her. Gaspar had alluded to this, but he hadn’t told the story. “Is this when you lost the keystone?”

      Imogen held his gaze. “I was preparing to return. My people believed it was made with dark sorcery, and it could not be destroyed.” That fit with what Anna had told Gavin, but he didn’t say that. “I was not far outside of Yoran when I was attacked. I didn’t even see who it was. They took the keystone, left me bloodied and near death, with my bond quest incomplete.” Gaspar patted her on the shoulder. “Gaspar found me, brought me back to where he was staying, and healed me.”

      “Gaspar said you tracked it to Yoran?”

      There was a flash of irritation in Gaspar’s eyes, but Gavin couldn’t tell if it was because of him or the situation. He didn’t want Imogen to suffer, Gavin could tell that. Gaspar never wanted her to be hurt.

      “I have an enchantment that lets me track the keystone,” she said. “That’s how I found it in the first place. It took me there.”

      Gavin frowned. “The keystone has been in Yoran?”

      Gaspar grunted. “We thought so. Or we thought it possible. Her tracking enchantment never changed while she was in Yoran. We’ve continued to look for the keystone, boy.”

      Gavin started to laugh, but he was cut off by a sharp look from Gaspar.

      “All this time, I thought you were nothing more than a thief,” Gavin said.

      “I am a thief.”

      “But something like an honorable one.”

      “A thief still the same,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin turned back to Imogen. “So did your enchantment change?”

      She nodded slowly. “After the attack, the enchantment began to shift. I can feel directionality from it, and I know where it’s going. There can be only one place. It had to go to those who knew about the hyadan and the keystone.”

      Gavin wondered when it would have been stolen. Could it have been tied to the stone men who’d attacked him?

      “Why would they want it?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” Imogen said.

      Gavin sighed, and he turned his attention to Gaspar. He had a sense that Imogen didn’t want to say anything more. “How are you not able to find it?”

      “Enchantments are hard to track in Yoran,” Gaspar said. “You’ve seen that.”

      “I suppose I have.”

      “And we’ve been looking. But we haven’t found it.”

      “Somebody did, though,” Gavin said.

      Gaspar nodded.

      Could that have been what he had chased when he’d encountered the strange enchanted golem? If so, then all of this was connected.

      Gavin was even more glad that he was here. He could have stopped it.

      Gavin frowned as he watched Imogen, but she remained silent. There seemed to be a darkness about her, one he couldn’t quite explain, that he worried would only get worse the further they went. He had no idea what bothered her, only that whatever it was seemed to be tied to who and what she had been before she’d joined Gaspar in Yoran. They sat in silence for a while, nothing but the sound of the crackling flames nearby. It was peaceful, almost. Gavin had been on plenty of jobs that had not been peaceful, so having this sensation now was relaxing to him in a way. He breathed in the smoke and let out a steady breath.

      Theren got to his feet. “Well, Chain Breaker?”

      “Well what?”

      “We’ve got a quiet night. We have a space like this. I think the two of us should have a little spar.”

      “I’m not so sure that’s a good idea,” Gavin said.

      “Do you think we might encounter something on the road? Even if we do, what’s some poor traveler going to do to you?”

      It wasn’t what a poor traveler would do to him that worried Gavin. It was more about others they might come across. They’d been moving quickly, and he didn’t have the opportunity to figure out if anything might be out there chasing them. There certainly had been magical users that had come after Gavin before. El’aras. Toral. Other kinds of power he had to be cautious with.

      “Go on, boy,” Gaspar said. “Show him what you can do.”

      Gavin hadn’t actually sparred with anybody in quite some time. He had worked with several who had challenged him. Davel and his enchantments could push Gavin, but there was a limit to how much he could do, especially now that Gavin had the ring that he was still struggling to understand. There was power in that ring, which Gavin had to master before he hurt someone.

      He had worked with Imogen, but it had been rare. She was skilled with the sword, and he hadn’t dared fight with her without one.

      Then there was his work with Wrenlow, but that was more teaching than anything. Most of the time, Wrenlow preferred to focus on avoiding any dangers.

      In this case, maybe it was reasonable for Gavin to fight Theren.

      Theren was El’aras, after all, and there was the distinct possibility that they might have to deal with other El’aras. Gavin had already faced some in the past. If he were to come across others, especially those as skilled as what they’d encountered back near Yoran, he needed to be concerned.

      He got to his feet and looked over to Theren. “Okay, we can spar. I suggest that we do so without using any enchantments.”

      Theren grinned. “I don’t carry any on me.”

      “And do not use any of your own natural abilities.”

      “Well, that seems a bit unfair.”

      “Why would you tell him not to?” Gaspar asked. “Are you afraid you don’t have quite the skill you claim?”

      Gavin shrugged. “Fine. Use whatever you need. I warn you, though: when I spar, I don’t let up.”

      “Weapons or no weapons?” Theren asked.

      “What would you prefer?”

      “Seeing as how you’re the Chain Breaker, I’ll let you choose.”

      Weapons would be more dangerous, Gavin knew, but at the same time, they would also limit the fighting styles they could work through. He had no idea how talented Theren was, other than Anna’s claim that he was her most skilled fighter. Perhaps Gavin needed to take this opportunity to test that.

      Many people could fight with a sword. They jabbed with the pointy end, and even somebody unskilled could get lucky enough and find a way to draw blood. Fighting—real fighting, the way he had been trained—was not quite as easy.

      “Without weapons,” Gavin said.

      Theren smiled. “Perfect. I was hoping you’d choose that.”

      They backed away, finding a clear spot within the trees. Gavin circled, sizing Theren up, his training setting in again.

      He didn’t have the same fear with Theren that he had when entering a real fight. Maybe that was to his detriment. When he’d dealt with Tristan and any of his training, there had always been the fear that he would need to use every bit of power he possessed to fight through what he faced. And when it came to Tristan and the kind of power he used on Gavin, it was more than just about demonstrating fighting techniques. Everything was always more than just a sparring session.

      Theren smirked.

      In the poor light, Gavin was at a slight disadvantage, but did he need to be? He had seen that he could use some of his own power to shift what he could see. It was what Anna had taught him, the way she wanted him to focus and learn, to harness the power within him. Maybe he should use that now.

      Theren chuckled. “Are we going to dance, or are we going to fight?”

      “I’m waiting,” Gavin said.

      “You’re waiting?”

      Gavin shrugged. “You’re the one who wanted this.”

      “I figured you’d want to see how you would fare against an El’aras.”

      “I’ve seen it already.”

      “That’s right. You have.” For a moment, there was a hint of darkness in Theren’s gaze, and then he lunged.

      Gavin had known he would be fast, but even with anticipating Theren’s speed, it was difficult for Gavin to be completely ready. He twisted to the side, barely avoiding a punch to the chin, and dropped down as he blocked a knee that was coming up.

      There was a fluidity to Theren’s movements. Gavin had known there would be, and should have anticipated it better than he had. He bounced back to his feet, turning and readying the next attack. Theren lowered himself, and he shifted his feet.

      It was a fighting style Gavin knew. The Karan style was one that worked through rapid kicks and a series of low holds, but there were easy ways to break it. When Theren came at him, the shift from Karan to Judel was sudden.

      Gavin grinned. He had not expected Theren to be this trained. He should have known better. Not only was he a skilled swordsman, but he was a skilled fighter.

      Gavin fell into his own patterns. He flowed from a Judel form to Karan, then to a more ancient art before twisting. He caught Theren in the ribs, and Theren grabbed his arm, bending it back. But Gavin flipped out of it and tried to catch Theren with his legs, but the El’aras moved quickly.

      Gavin dropped to the ground, trying to find a way to add a new element of surprise, but Theren threw a potent kick. The strength was far more than Gavin had anticipated. He was caught in the side, but he managed to grab Theren’s leg and jerk. The force of it caught Theren off guard, and he went flying.

      Gavin tumbled toward him and flipped into the air, bringing his fist around, but Theren ducked. Gavin tried again and jammed his shoulder toward where Theren should have been, but he’d already moved on.

      Back and forth they went.

      They danced through a dozen different fighting styles, many of them he hadn’t expected Theren to know. They moved from one pattern to the next, one form to another.

      Then Theren threw his elbow toward Gavin’s shoulder. It reminded him of something Tristan had once done to him, and he dropped, knowing the defense. Gavin kicked, swinging his leg around, and struck out. Even as he did, he could feel some numbness starting in his arm.

      He reacted without meaning to. He called upon his core reserves and pushed the power through him the way he’d always done, and the numbness in his shoulder faded quickly.

      And then he jumped, driving his arm toward Theren. He caught Theren in the neck and dropped him to the ground. Theren tried to flip him off, but Gavin kept him pinned down. Theren continued to fight, but Gavin held on to him, forcing his arm down against his throat.

      “Do you yield?” Gavin said.

      Theren watched him, and as before, Gavin noticed an edge of menace, but then a wide grin spread across his face. “Damn. You really are the Chain Breaker, aren’t you?”

      Gavin didn’t move. “Do you yield?”

      “Do you really need me to say it?”

      “At this point, I do.”

      “Get off him,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin looked over. “I need him to yield.”

      “You need him to do nothing, boy. Now get up.”

      Gavin looked down, and Theren continued to smile at him. As they both sat up, Theren winked and Gavin shook his head.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I tend to take it too seriously.”

      Theren scoffed. “Sorry? You’ve got nothing to be sorry about. You should always treat a fight seriously. Even if it’s just a sparring session.” He glanced over to Gaspar and winked again. “I’ve got some cousins that would love to work with you.”

      Gaspar watched them before turning his attention back to the fire, irritation evident in his eyes.

      Maybe Gavin had gone too far. He tended to do that.

      He took a seat at the fire, pushing down the frustration that had surged within him at the memories of the way he’d sparred with Tristan. There was no purpose in those feelings, nothing he would gain by holding on to that energy and emotion. What he needed now was to let go.

      Theren took a seat across the fire from Gavin, close to Imogen, a smile still plastered on his face. “Maybe we can try that again tomorrow,” he said.

      Gavin just nodded. He wasn’t sure if that was a good idea. Maybe it would make more sense for him to avoid sparring or anything that would draw him deeper into those feelings and his memories of Tristan.

      Instead, he needed to focus on being ready for whatever they might face. If the hyadan were in the city, then he had to prepare.

      Still, he couldn’t shake what he’d done, nor could he shake the effort he’d put into sparring with Theren. There was a familiarity to the fighting, a savage comfort in battling with someone like that.

      Gavin didn’t care for it. He was the Chain Breaker, but that wasn’t what he wanted to be at all times. Eventually, he was going to have to find a way to let that go.

      He wasn’t sure if he could.
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      They reached the outskirts of Loruv toward the end of the fourth day. It had gone quickly, though in Gavin’s mind, not nearly quickly enough. With the jostling from riding atop the stone tiger, his entire backside was bruised and battered. He’d found that pushing a bit of energy through himself and borrowing from his core reserves allowed him to let out enough power he could protect himself and didn’t have to suffer nearly as much. But doing so also required him to hold on to those core reserves for longer than he was comfortable.

      He knew he should do it. It was something Anna wanted him to get better at.

      The others didn’t seem to struggle much, which surprised him.

      Theren seemed almost amused by the entire journey. Every so often, Gavin found him patting the wolfhound. Imogen remained quiet, though Theren did his best to try to get her to talk. For the most part, she ignored him, though she had accepted the treats he offered her. Gaspar grunted from time to time, but he made no other noise. He’d been irritable but had not said much.

      As they neared the edge of the city, they slowed the stone creatures. Gavin climbed down and waited on the others.

      “What do you want us to do with them now?” Theren asked.

      “They probably shouldn’t come into the city,” Gavin said. He glanced to Imogen, waiting for confirmation. He had no idea how these stone creatures would be received in Loruv. If they could have them, the enchantments would potentially offer a level of protection.

      Gaspar shook his head. “We should leave them. They’ll attract the wrong kind of attention.”

      Theren grinned. “And what’s the right kind of attention? What sort of notice do you want us to have?”

      “We leave them,” Gaspar said again.

      Gavin nodded. “I don’t know how much time we have remaining with them, anyway.”

      “What do you mean, time remaining?” Theren asked.

      Gavin shrugged. “These stone creatures are available only for a limited time. They’re just enchantments. When the power within them is spent, they fail.”

      He hadn’t tested just how long these types of enchantments would last, but he knew there was a finite period of time. Mekel hadn’t been able to provide him with any insight, and Gavin had the feeling that he simply didn’t know either.

      “Interesting,” Theren said. “I must tell you that having spent some time around the wolfhound again has been good for my soul. It’s similar to when I look out at a mountainside, seeing the sun shining down on me. It’s almost as if I can see some greater purpose.”

      Gaspar grunted. “The wolfhound isn’t real.”

      “But the magic within it is.”

      Gavin patted the stone tiger. He thought he understood where Theren was coming from. He felt similar when it came to the stone creatures, which felt real enough to him, even though he knew they weren’t.

      He held his hand out and looked at the tiger, wishing there was some way for him to shrink it down. He didn’t have any other protections like this. They were unique, and he appreciated that Zella had allowed him to take some.

      “We can have them wait for us out here,” he said, looking to the others. “I’m not sure about Imogen’s, anyway,” Gavin said, nodding to hers.

      Her strange lizard enchantment might be enough of an oddity that it would draw attention. Surprisingly, the lizard had been the fastest of them all, moving with a strange, scurrying gait as it darted along the ground. Was it based on a real creature, like the tiger, the wolfhound, and the wolf were? He suspected it was, but it was unlike any lizard he’d seen before.

      He patted the tiger on the head. “Watch over the others.”

      The tiger turned to him, and as he had with his wolf, he had a very distinct sense that the tiger understood him and even acknowledged him. The stone creatures had changed over time. Gavin supposed that he shouldn’t be terribly surprised, especially given what Zella had told him about how some of the enchanters had made improvements, but it was still strange to see. The first stone wolf he’d ridden had been powerful, and he had come to feel a sense of affection toward it, even though it was only made of stone. Maybe it had more to do with Mekel’s exposure to the enchantments. Either way, Gavin didn’t fully know.

      They started off into the city, and Gavin looked back. The stone creatures lingered near the hillside and then walked away, gradually sliding back into the shadows.

      He shook his head, then glanced at Gaspar. “I don’t care what you tell me. There’s something about them that seems almost alive.”

      “That’s because they are skillfully made. Any skillfully made enchantment would make you feel that way.”

      Gavin wondered if that were true or not. Although the speed and strength enchantments Olivia had given him were quite well-made, they were pieces of jewelry for him to wear. These were detailed animals that almost seemed alive. She’d even given him one that would let him communicate silently, though Gavin hadn’t had a chance to use it.

      He felt similarly about the strange enchantments Alana made. Gavin still kept the paper dragon in his pocket, knowing it could offer protection. He’d seen it work one time, and it had been incredibly effective in defending them.

      They headed into Loruv, which was different from Yoran. Whereas Yoran was composed of buildings made of moss-covered stone or nicely painted wood, these ramshackle buildings of cracked stone were jammed together, leaving debris piled seemingly at random. They were small structures, little more than a single room each. Gavin couldn’t imagine the people here or what they experienced.

      This was where Imogen had come from?

      Gavin continued moving. The buildings spilled on top of one another. Some were neater, as if the people who lived in them wanted some semblance of pride in their dwellings, but for the most part, they were crumbling and fading, little more than slums.

      Imogen jerked her head from side to side as they made their way through.

      “What do you expect to find here?” Gavin asked.

      “Anything,” Imogen whispered.

      He slipped forward, watching Imogen as he made his way alongside her. She didn’t look in his direction, but her hand drifted to the hilt of her sword. Gavin held on to the El’aras dagger, and he glanced over to see Theren sweeping his gaze around him. There was a frown on his face.

      “What is it?” Gavin asked.

      “This land is so different.”

      “It suffered not long ago,” Gaspar said. “They dealt with the threat of a magical war more recently than other places.”

      Gavin had seen cities like that before, though it had been a while. When he’d worked with Tristan, he had traveled through much of the eastern part of the continent, visiting cities he had never returned to since. There were memories in those places, but not all of them were good. Very few, actually. In most of those jobs, he’d been required to take a life, all because of what Tristan asked of him.

      But he had seen the dangers of magic in many places. He recognized how that influenced a land, and he understood just how hard it could be on the people.

      “I didn’t realize that,” Gavin said.

      “What did you think was taking place with the kind of power she’s been dealing with?” Gaspar said. “They dealt with the magical war, much like Yoran. They suffered theirs years ago. She came for the hyadan, but while she was here, she did something else—something I don’t think she intended to, but that changed her. She trained them to handle sorcery, the same way she was trained to handle it. She thought she was doing good, wanting to help them avoid the dangers of dark sorcery.”

      “Did they?”

      Gaspar shrugged. “Who can say? She doesn’t like to talk about it. I have only pieced together little parts over the years, not enough to know much about that side of things. And I’m only telling you now because you’re here to help her.”

      Gavin had been through many places where they had endured different magical rulers. It was not entirely uncommon. Where the cities suffered, the Sorcerer’s Society tended to take greater hold, much more so than they did in other places.

      There were some cities where they were welcomed. In those places, the Society tried to give off the appearance of a benevolent force, though Gavin knew it was anything but. There were some sorcerers who were nothing like those who wanted to rule, like the Triad or the Fates, but his experience had told him that those were rare.

      The Society itself was dangerous, and something Gavin had made a point of trying to stay away from, not wanting its attention. All it would do would be to lead to difficulty for him, something he had enough of without involving the Society.

      “Sorcery,” Theren said, glancing from Gavin to Gaspar. “How is it that you can handle such things?”

      Gaspar chuckled. “Unfortunately, we don’t get to choose. We’ve struggled with sorcery, and some places find it more difficult than others. In Yoran, the people eventually rebelled.”

      “It wasn’t just the people,” Gavin said.

      Gaspar grunted. “Right. The enchanters and others who had magic also rebelled, and so did those who understood there were different ways they could know their connection to power. They understood that if they did not, they would never be able to use their power openly.”

      “That they weren’t able to use magic openly was the entire problem,” Gavin said. “And—”

      Gaspar shot him a look of annoyance. “You don’t know what it was like there. You might understand what it’s like in other places, but not there. You can’t.”

      Gavin frowned. “Maybe not.”

      Imogen shook her head. “The slums are new. When I was here, there were nicer buildings. Maybe not as nice as in some places, but still better than what’s here now. The people here resisted the Society, but not openly.” She looked around, and her gaze lingered on each of the small huts that were crammed together. “It was more like that northern city we visited. Nelar. This is different.”

      Gaspar touched her arm, and Imogen looked over to him. There was more between them, which likely had to do with whatever Gaspar had done to help her. Gavin needed to hear the story of what had happened between them. He knew so little about Imogen, and now that he was here, he felt a growing certainty that the lack of knowledge was dangerous.

      Imogen had started to open herself to him, but it was slow. They had become a team, after all, and it was time that he knew more about his teammate.

      “We should keep moving,” he said. “We need to figure out if there is any sign of the hyadan here.”

      And he wanted to do it with daylight still left.

      The city was quiet. Imogen remained silent as they worked through the slums. The small huts were crushed against each other, one after another. Some were made out of wood, others made out of pieces of stone cobbled together, but all of them were falling apart, as if whoever had placed them here had known they would be temporary. He saw movement in the shadows near each of the huts, faces that appeared briefly before retreating, as though afraid to stay too long. The faces were haggard, dirty, and fearful.

      Fear was a strange motivator that tended to make people react erratically, and Gavin had seen how it could drive people to act in ways they wouldn’t otherwise. Some ran in the face of fear, and others fought. He didn’t worry about those who ran, though enough people could pose a danger. What concerned him were those who thought to fight. They were the unpredictable element he had to stay alert for.

      He nodded to Gaspar when they passed one section that was more derelict than the others. The buildings looked as if they were collapsing, and pairs of eyes peered out at them.

      “I see them, boy,” Gaspar said.

      “We should keep moving,” Imogen urged. “The entrance to the temple is not much further.”

      Gavin frowned. “The temple?”

      “I suspect that is where we’re going. It wouldn’t have been where the Muvarth gathered before, at least not most of the time, but considering what I see here now, I can’t help but feel as if that is where they have chosen to stay. It is an ancient temple of the Muvarth, the original inhabitants of the city—those I worked with. They had talent,” she said, adding the last softly as if it mattered.

      They continued to wind their way through the streets, heading past ever smaller homes. Gavin could hear harsh whispers behind and around them, but every time he turned, he didn’t see anything.

      The air stunk of the mass of people and filth and other things he couldn’t quite place.

      Gaspar shook his head, looking toward Imogen before turning away and saying nothing. Gavin glanced over to Theren and found him smiling widely, the same way he had been ever since they had come to Loruv. In reality, Theren had not stopped smiling ever since he’d left with them on their journey.

      “It makes me not mind the trees so much,” Theren said. “You see something like this and you start to realize that the lot you have isn’t quite so bad.” He laughed again. “Being stuck in the trees the way I am isn’t nearly so bad as what these people have.” He sneered a little as he said the word people.

      Gavin looked over. “You don’t care much for them.”

      “It’s not them,” Theren said.

      “What is it, then?”

      Theren’s smile flickered for a moment before solidifying again. “It’s just this place. All of it doesn’t feel quite natural, does it? Can you imagine being like this?”

      “I’ve lived in places that were similar,” Gavin said.

      “Really? And what did you feel about them?”

      Gavin only shrugged. He had not enjoyed them. There had been a time after he had first left Tristan when he had lived in a simple hut in Bongan, a small city to the east, though not quite as poor as this part of Loruv seemed. He hadn’t possessed many belongings, but he had a skill that made him dangerous to others around him.

      He had left Bongan the moment he could. As soon as he’d earned enough money, he had wanted to move on. If there was one thing Tristan had ensured Gavin had, it was employability. And he had used that skill set to make certain that he did not have to live in any place like this. There were too many other places where it was so much easier to survive and to thrive.

      That was what it was about, after all. It wasn’t just about survival. That was easy, at least generally speaking. Thriving was much more difficult, especially in places where magic continued to make it harder to do.

      He started to slow along one of the intersections, his gaze lingering down the street. Gavin could make out nothing other than the continued twisting and turning slums, though he was surprised there was a street here at all.

      The farther they went, the more he questioned what else they might find here. Imogen had believed they needed to come to the city to understand the hyadan, and Gavin wondered if that was true. If all they had here were the slums, there might not be anything to find.

      “Come on,” he said, motioning for Theren to keep up.

      Theren nodded, and he picked up his pace.

      They neared another street intersection, and Imogen paused. “I keep expecting to see something that might be familiar,” she said.

      “How long has it been since you’ve been here?” Gavin asked.

      He wasn’t entirely sure she was even going to answer, given her and Gaspar’s reluctance to share much with him about her past.

      Instead, she turned and looked into the distance. It was darkened, and Gavin felt tempted to use the enchantment for his eyesight so he could see more easily. It seemed as if there were rows upon rows of slums, all connected by a narrow path.

      “It’s been years,” she said finally.

      “How many?”

      “Enough that this hadn’t been here.” Imogen shook her head. “There were some buildings near the outskirts of the city, but nothing quite like this.”

      She had taken another few steps when shadows separated from the nearby buildings. Gavin immediately reached for his El’aras sword. The five shadows were all small, lithe figures, even smaller than Imogen. They had dark hair with athletic builds, and they had slender blades unsheathed as they approached.

      Imogen drew herself up. Her gaze drifted to an opening behind her. That had to be the entrance to the temple, which surprisingly looked to slope downward rather than up.

      Something shifted within Imogen. Gavin couldn’t quite place what it was, but she seemed on edge in a way he hadn’t seen from her before.

      But he thought he understood. She had come back to her people, but he had a feeling that she didn’t want to be back. She had left them after she had secured the keystone. What would they have done? How would they have reacted?

      “I am Imogen Inaratha, First of the Blade,” she said.

      “Oh,” Gaspar muttered.

      “What is it?” Gavin asked.

      “She announced herself.”

      “You didn’t think she would?”

      “I didn’t know what she was going to do,” Gaspar said. “There’s a difference between coming to the city and announcing herself once here.”

      The figures collapsed in on her.

      Balls.

      Gavin darted forward, but Gaspar grabbed his wrist.

      “No,” Gaspar said.

      “What do you mean no? She needs—”

      As Gavin watched, he realized he wasn’t entirely sure what Imogen needed. She moved quickly, whipping her sword in a series of patterns, all of them blocking anyone from getting too close to her. She was a blur of movements. There was something strangely fluid—and difficult to follow—in the way Imogen moved.

      “Just let this be,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin stood off to the side and watched. “It’s a test,” he whispered.

      That didn’t necessarily mean it would be any less deadly. Gavin’s experience with tests like this had often ended with someone seriously maimed.

      “She announced herself. Now she must prove it.”

      “Prove that she is the First of the Blade?”

      “Prove she remains worthy, I suspect,” Gaspar said.

      Not only did the attackers move quickly toward Imogen, but in a concerted fashion. Two of them darted forward while the others snuck up behind, sweeping behind her and attacking in unison. The combined technique was skillfully done. This would be a fight Gavin would enjoy, but he had a feeling that this wasn’t just a sparring session.

      “I can’t believe I get to see this battle among one of the Leier,” Theren said.

      “Not the Leier. Not really,” Gaspar said with a grunt. “Only those she trained to act like her. Her people are…”

      “Are what?” Gavin asked.

      “Not here,” Gaspar finished.

      “What does it mean to be First of the Blade?”

      Gaspar sighed. “You know she’s a skilled sword fighter.”

      Gavin nodded. “I’ve seen that a time or two.”

      “She came to these people to help them. She trained them.”

      Gavin looked at the fight before settling his gaze back on Gaspar. “So she is the First of the Blade because she taught them?”

      “As far as I am aware,” Gaspar said. “And from what I know of Imogen, her true homeland is far from here, in a place where her type of skill is not uncommon.”

      “Not uncommon, and there are some who are even more skilled,” Theren said. He shrugged. “They view their sword skill as an art, and there are some who can fight in ways I can’t even imagine.” His voice took on a faraway quality. “They call themselves Sacred Sword Masters. Had I not been El’aras, I would have been interested in learning from one of them. You didn’t know?” Theren glanced over to Gavin, grinning widely at Gavin’s expression.

      “Imogen doesn’t always talk,” he said.

      He turned his attention back to the fighting and watched as Imogen pushed back two of the forward attackers. She spun, slipping her blade through, nearly stabbing one of them. At the last second, she reversed it, jamming the hilt of the sword down on the man’s head, causing him to crumple. She twisted, forcing her way toward the other two, barely missing another sword coming toward her.

      “This isn’t to the death?” he asked.

      “It’s not for them,” Gaspar said.

      “Wait. It is for Imogen?”

      “She announced herself.”

      “You seem to know an awful lot about this,” Gavin said.

      “I’ve promised I would keep her secrets.”

      “And you have, but it’s time we know a little bit more about some of her secrets. Especially since we are here on her behalf.”

      “Just watch, boy, and maybe you can figure out some things.” Gaspar grunted. “Maybe you could even learn some things.”

      As Gavin stared, watching the fighting as they danced around, he knew that Gaspar wasn’t wrong. They were all expert sword fighters. And yet, he had a feeling that Imogen was slightly better.

      Slightly better against greater numbers was not always enough, though.

      There was a pattern to her fighting that Gavin could follow. One of the lessons Tristan had wanted him to master was how to observe fighting styles and ensure that he could learn from them. There were always techniques to take from somebody else, especially one’s enemies. And Imogen had much he could learn from.

      She darted between a pair of attackers, then spun, whipping her blade around. She jerked the hilt of it toward the temple of one of the women, crashing into her head and forcing her down.

      It left three.

      They faced Imogen directly and forced her back.

      Gavin was tempted to step in, but knew he could not. If this was some sort of test, he couldn’t intervene. It was difficult to stand aside and just watch, especially as he had come with her to help. He stared at the moving shadows and studied the quick movements of each of the attackers as they came at her.

      Imogen lunged forward, slipping her blade into the nearest attacker, and then darted back. When the other two converged toward her, she threw herself at the closest one. It was a risky maneuver, which reminded Gavin of his own fighting style.

      She tumbled into one of them, her hilt landing in their forehead, and she finally rolled to her feet. The other two were almost upon her when Imogen lunged outward, managing to deflect both of them with her blade.

      As she did, she parried one attack, sent another away, and then darted forward. Her hilt whipped from side to side, connecting with both of them.

      Then they were down.

      She stood, sweeping her gaze around at the others, and then with a flourish, she sheathed her blade.

      Another figure separated from the shadows across from them. Gavin hadn’t even seen them. The figure was dark-haired and reminded him of Imogen, though more muscular. There was an air about him, a quality that left Gavin frowning, trying to understand what it was. Maybe power, maybe something else. Either way, he noticed Imogen’s tension.

      “Come, Imogen, First of the Blade.”
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      Gavin tried to gauge Imogen’s reaction but saw nothing other than the tension in her shoulders that faded quickly. She gained control over herself almost as rapidly as he would have.

      She glowered at the man’s back, though. There was some history between them, though Gavin couldn’t imagine what it was.

      He looked to Gaspar, who kept his gaze locked on Imogen. Deep lines of worry crinkled his eyes. Ever since leaving Yoran, Gaspar had been increasingly concerned about her.

      Now it was time for Gavin to worry for her too.

      He had no idea whether they should really follow this person. The man was younger than Gavin, possibly even the same age as Imogen, with inky black hair, dark eyes that blended into the night, and the same pale skin that he saw from everybody else in the city. He swept his gaze around the other fallen attackers, his mouth pressed in what looked to be disappointment.

      “What now?” Gavin asked Gaspar. “Will he take us to find information about the hyadan?”

      Gaspar shot him a hard look. “Be quiet.”

      “All this was so that we could come here and find—”

      “I know what we are here for, and I’m telling you to be quiet,” he growled. “You need to be patient. The entire reason we’re here is so we can find information, but you have to trust that Imogen will play this the right way.”

      They started forward and made their way toward the slums, heading deeper into them. Gavin continued to sweep his gaze back and forth, watching the streets and everything around him, looking for more information about the man leading them.

      Imogen kept her focus straight ahead of her as she moved quickly. Though she had her sword sheathed, she had one hand resting on its hilt, ready to move at any moment.

      Gavin glanced at Theren. His smile had faded somewhat, though not entirely.

      “You aren’t quite as excited now?” Gavin asked.

      “I’m curious.”

      “Not concerned?”

      “You saw what happened there,” Theren said.

      “I didn’t realize you would be worried about a sword fighter like that.”

      “It’s not a matter of worry, it’s more a matter of recognizing that superior numbers often can overpower superior skill. Even you have to know that, Chain Breaker.”

      The man stopped in front of one of the slums. This section looked slightly different than the others, only in that it was made of stone rather than wood. The stone constructs seemed more secure the farther they went, but some of the buildings were crumbling, even though they were made of stone.

      Gaspar stayed quiet, his focus and concentration fixed straight ahead of him, though Gavin knew he wasn’t simply staring. This was Gaspar, after all, and he paid attention to his surroundings. He would be watching everything.

      For his part, Theren made no effort to hide the fact that he was sweeping his gaze from side to side, looking everywhere around him, and checking for anything that might be there.

      “All I’ve seen are people watching us,” Gavin said.

      “I have noticed the same,” Theren said.

      “Nobody like Imogen.”

      “No other of the Leier,” Theren agreed.

      “As I said, none of them are truly Leier,” Gaspar whispered. “Only those from her homeland. This is something else. Muvarth. They were the original inhabitants of the city. Trained in their methods, but less in some ways.” He glanced at Gavin, who shook his head. He hadn’t heard anything about those people, except what Imogen had mentioned about the temple. “The Muvarth have a trace of magic, or were rumored to. Not enchanters and not sorcerers, but something different.” Gaspar shrugged. “Imogen taught them as much as she can reveal, but those who come from her homeland have been trained since a young age to master the sword. It’s why none are her rival.”

      Gavin glanced over to Theren, wondering if that was true or not. He’d seen the El’aras fight with swords, the quick movements that had required him to focus on his core reserves in order to slow down the fight. Would Imogen be able to hold her own against them?

      He imagined Theren feeling intrigued enough to test it, but he also imagined Imogen having no interest in revealing her capabilities. There was no reason for her to do so.

      “I don’t know much about them,” Gavin said.

      “I thought the great Chain Breaker knew everything about all different fighting styles,” Gaspar said.

      “Fighting styles, but not fighters, though I’ve faced somebody like her before.”

      “Like her, or one of the Leier?”

      “Like her,” Gavin said, thinking back to the warehouse attack and how Cyran had used a woman who had reminded him of Imogen to fight. Only, she hadn’t carried a sword, so maybe she wasn’t the same.

      “There are others who are like them,” Theren said, “but not the same. I didn’t always live among the trees. When we were on the slopes of Yilthain Mountain, clans of the Leier lived there.”

      “Clans?”

      “They live as family groupings—or they did. It’s unusual to see them in the city like this.” He nodded to Imogen. “They must’ve had a reason for coming here, but…”

      As Theren trailed off, Gavin studied Imogen. There had to be a reason, and whatever it was happened to be significant enough that she didn’t want to talk about it.

      But Gavin thought she needed to. He had to know what was going on here so that he could understand what he had gotten himself into.

      “What reason?” Gavin asked.

      “It’s nothing, boy,” Gaspar said.

      He shook his head. “It matters.”

      Gaspar looked over to Theren before turning his attention to Gavin. “She left her homeland. She intends to go back eventually, or I think she does, but she left for a reason.”

      “Her bond quest,” Theren said.

      “That’s right,” Gaspar said. “She came out here because of the hyadan. Chased the danger. Willingly risked herself. And now…” He shook his head again. “I think she thought she was nearly done with it.”

      “With the hyadan, or this bond quest?” Gavin asked.

      “A little of both.”

      “What does it mean when she finishes her bond quest?”

      “That’s something she has not shared,” Gaspar said. There was concern for Imogen in his voice.

      Imogen and the man talked quietly to each other, and Gavin tried to listen in but could not. Gaspar stared straight ahead, saying nothing. They hadn’t moved away from this stone section of the slums.

      “Why aren’t we going in?” Gavin asked Gaspar.

      “I get the feeling he’s trying to decide what to do with us. It’s been a while since she’s been here. Maybe too long.”

      “Right, but if these are her people…”

      “Coming from a place and having it as your people are different matters,” Gaspar said. “And I would think you understood that.”

      Finally, the black-haired man started forward into one of the darkened slums. Imogen glanced back to Gaspar, and they shared a look. Their expressions were unreadable, though Gavin wondered if perhaps they were communicating in more than just knowing glances. They did share an enchantment of some sort, a way for them to speak, similar to the way the El’aras spoke to each other. He looked down at Gaspar’s hands, but they weren’t moving. He didn’t see anything out of Imogen either.

      “Are you sure about this?” Gaspar asked Imogen.

      “Yes,” she said.

      They stepped into the building ahead.

      Gavin reached into his pocket, drawing on the enchantment to help his eyesight. He wasn’t about to go into some darkened space without being able to see—not with somebody he did not know, and not without better understanding what was taking place.

      As he strode forward, he called on some of his core reserves, letting that power flow through him. Everything lightened, but it didn’t help. He was still surrounded by the stone, still surrounded by darkness.

      “It’s a tunnel,” Theren said, chuckling. “Reminds me of my home.” He glanced over to Gavin, then shrugged. “Well, my first home. We don’t have anything like this in the forest.”

      “No, because you have the trees,” Gavin said.

      “The trees. They get too high above the ground sometimes. Some even like to live there.”

      Gavin shrugged. “I haven’t been to an El’aras city.”

      “They are beautiful, even the ones difficult to tolerate.”

      “I didn’t realize any of them were difficult to tolerate,” Gavin said.

      “You would be surprised. If you had to live in the trees, swaying with every gust of wind, you might find it more challenging than you preferred.”

      They followed Imogen and the man down the tunnel. Gaspar stayed right in front of them.

      “Why did you leave?” Gavin asked Theren.

      “I didn’t have much choice. Our people were forced out.”

      He hadn’t heard of that happening to any of the El’aras recently. He was surprised it would still be taking place at all.

      “It was a long time ago,” Theren said.

      Gavin regarded him. He had no idea how old Theren was, but because he was El’aras, he could be impossibly old. Or he could be young. He looked young, but his fighting prowess must have taken time to master, and he doubted that Anna would have trusted just anybody to protect her. Maybe Gavin had underestimated how old Theren was.

      “How were you forced out?” he asked.

      “The same as these people, I suppose,” Theren said, his voice soft.

      “By sorcery?”

      “As my people have been over the years.”

      “I’m sorry,” Gavin said.

      “Why would you be sorry? You had nothing to do with it.” He shrugged. “You learn to move past it. That’s what they teach us, anyway. Recognize the gifts we’re given and the opportunities we have. Embrace those opportunities, and take advantage of what each new day gives us.” He laughed hollowly.

      Theren hadn’t moved past what had happened to him. Not that Gavin could blame him, though. If he were forced out of his home, he might feel much the same way.

      But then, Gavin had experienced something similar. He’d been forced away from his home, compelled to take on a role he had never wanted. At least, not one that he had ever known he had wanted. He didn’t really know what he would’ve done or been had he not been taken in by Tristan all those years ago, long before Gavin knew what was going on.

      He watched Theren, and realized that maybe there was more to the El’aras man than he had suspected. Maybe that was what Theren was getting at. He wanted Gavin to recognize that he’d suffered as well.

      They reached an end point in the tunnel. The walls were close, though they were able to walk side by side. Gavin had to duck his head somewhat to keep from brushing it against the tunnel ceiling. The stone had a strange odor to it, something that was a mix of rot and moisture.

      A door in front of them opened. Light illuminated the tunnel as soon as it did.

      Gaspar stood with his gaze fixed straight ahead of him, and Gavin held one hand on his El’aras dagger. He unsheathed it slightly and looked down at the blade, but didn’t see a glow. No magic here, then.

      But Gavin didn’t know if he would even notice any magic from Imogen or her kind, whatever they might be. He certainly hadn’t detected anything from her before. When he had fought alongside her, the blade hadn’t glowed. She might have some ability, but if she did, it was natural like that of the El’aras—not anything she could control.

      Gavin followed the rest and pushed up behind Gaspar. “This is unusual,” he said.

      “We need to find the keystone, and Imogen wouldn’t have brought us here if she couldn’t still detect it. I don’t know how well she can feel it, though,” Gaspar said.

      “You have your own enchantments. Can’t you ask her?”

      “What do you think I’ve been doing, boy?”

      “She hasn’t answered?” Gavin asked.

      “All of this has been difficult for her,” Gaspar said. “But no, she hasn’t answered.”

      That put Gavin even more on edge.

      He looked at his surroundings. “And all of this is part of some temple?”

      It was the strangest temple he had ever seen, but he hadn’t spent much time in many places of worship over the years.

      “It’s old,” Gaspar said.

      “Like you.”

      Gaspar glared at him but fell silent.

      As soon as they headed through the lightened section, Gavin debated pulling off the eyesight enchantment, not sure he needed it any longer. But he decided to keep it on his finger, ready for the possibility that darkness might engulf them, or that the light might reveal something else hidden within it.

      The tunnel widened, and they started heading down. At first it was a gentle slope, but the farther they went, the sharper it declined. Then they reached stairs.

      The steps were wide enough that they could all go down together, though the man in front led them forward and Imogen stayed behind him. Gaspar caught up to her and leaned close to her, whispering something, but she shook her head.

      Theren chuckled. “What I wouldn’t give to be a fly on her shoulder.”

      “What?” Gavin said.

      “You’ve never heard that one? It means I’d like to hear what they’re saying. She looks upset, and your man looks like he’s trying to find out something she’s wanting to keep from him.”

      “I think he’s trying to get something out of her, but I don’t know if he’s going to be able to do so with Imogen. Not if she wants to keep it to herself.”

      “Makes you wonder why, though, doesn’t it?”

      “All of this makes me wonder why,” Gavin said.

      They reached the bottom of the stairs, and the space opened up even more. Lanterns were set into the walls, and their light flickered. They appeared to use natural oil. As far as Gavin could see, there were no enchantments around here whatsoever.

      He nodded to Gaspar and said as much.

      “These people don’t like magic,” Gaspar replied. He had commented on the Muvarth having some magic, so that was surprising.

      “They don’t like magic, or they don’t allow it?” Gavin asked.

      He shook his head. “This isn’t like Yoran. They don’t like it, but they haven’t been able to outlaw it completely because the Society rules here.”

      Gavin looked behind him. All of it started to make more sense.

      This was a literal underground.

      These people had gone underground because they wanted to keep separate from the Sorcerer’s Society, and they wanted to be able to maneuver without the Society knowing where they were.

      “What do her people do with the Society?” Gavin asked.

      Gaspar gave him a meaningful look. “You know what they do.”

      He had seen Imogen stand against a sorcerer. When she had dealt with the Mistress of Vines, Gavin had recognized that Imogen did not fear sorcery the way so many others did. More than that, she had some way of resisting them.

      “They’re trying to expel the Society out of the city?”

      “There’s a resistance,” Gaspar said.

      “It doesn’t look like much of one,” Theren said, shrugging when Gaspar looked at him. “Slums like that mean that those who side with the resistance were forced out of the city. Like they didn’t know what else they could do.”

      “Slums like that mean that the society is concentrating,” Gaspar said. “We’ve seen that in Yoran as well.”

      “There aren’t any slums in Yoran,” Gavin pointed out.

      “Not any longer,” Gaspar said. “Once we pushed out the Triad, all of those places were torn down. People returned to the city, and there wasn’t the same fear at rebuilding that there had been before. People believed they could have a life, that they wouldn’t have to worry that the Triad might destroy everything they worked for. It gave Yoran a chance to finally flourish.”

      Gavin hadn’t known that history.

      “So you think this is some sort of resistance here?” he asked.

      “I told you the other way she trained them. She came for the keystone and to destroy the hyadan, but she had another purpose.”

      Gavin watched the back of Imogen as she walked. He could see tension in her body language, in the way she followed the man, even though she tried to feign a relaxed posture.

      They continued forward. Faces appeared in the shadows near the walls. Down each of those dark halls, tunnels branched off. They kept moving and headed down one tunnel. The farther they went, the more Imogen began to stiffen and look as if she wanted to be somewhere else.

      Gavin hurried up to her, ignoring Gaspar’s look.

      “You don’t have to do this,” he whispered to her. “I’m not exactly sure what’s going on here, but if this isn’t how you want it to go, we can find another way to understand what happened with the hyadan.”

      She looked over to him, holding his gaze. Something within it shifted. It was almost as if she gained a measure of confidence that hadn’t been there before, and she nodded to him. “This is the way to understand.”

      “If this has anything to do with your fight with the Sorcerer’s Society —”

      “That was never my fight,” she said softly.

      They continued down the long corridor. The ceiling arched overhead, and Gavin couldn’t even imagine what it must’ve taken for the masons to construct it or for those who had dug the tunnel here. It must have taken decades. And as they made their way along, others continued to poke their heads out and peek at them.

      “They have hidden in the shadows for years,” Imogen said. “For many of these people, it’s all they’ve ever known. They had to hide, even if they didn’t want to. They had no choice but to remain in the dark. The Society increased their focus in the city while I was here, and in the latter days of my stay. The people believed that it was because of what I had been doing to teach them to challenge sorcerers.” She shook her head. “I doubt that is what it is. I doubt we even drew their attention. Instead, I fear it was something else.”

      “The hyadan,” Gavin said. “And the keystone.”

      She nodded.

      “And this is where you stayed?”

      “Here. Places like this. But it was more that we trained here. I would never have remained in the temple. There is something that feels not quite right about it.” She shrugged. “Perhaps it is because I am not one of the Muvarth.”

      “Do you ever regret not staying?” Gavin asked.

      “My bond quest was not complete.”

      They reached a massive chamber, and there were others here. They were much more organized than the people in the streets above. They didn’t appear dirty or disheveled, and as Gavin assessed them, most of them looked back at him with determined stares. Some of them carried swords, others had long knives sheathed at their sides, but everybody had a weapon.

      He was tempted to reach for his core reserves, and curious whether anybody would detect whether he did so, but he hesitated. He didn’t want to draw that kind of attention and create a challenge here. Imogen frowned, and some of the hardness in her face faded, shifting and becoming softer.

      “Do you know any of these people?” he asked.

      “I know them. I was once one of them,” she said.

      “You were the First of the Blade.”

      She looked over at him. “I was.”

      Gavin watched her for a moment, thinking through what he’d seen. She had journeyed here on some sort of bond quest, and had learned to fight before coming to Loruv.

      “I trained all of them,” Imogen said quietly. “I thought that part of…” She looked down as she trailed off.

      “Is this about your bond quest?”

      She glanced up, meeting his eyes. “Many of my people take on a bond when they reach my level. That is what separates the First from the others.”

      “How many are like you?”

      “Enough are,” she said softly.

      “How many are better than you?” Gavin asked.

      “Not as many,” she replied.

      “What does it mean that you are First of the Blade?”

      “Here, or in my homeland?”

      Gavin frowned, considering. “In your homeland.”

      “It means that I have reached a certain level of skill. It means I was given an opportunity to progress, and to see if I might gain even more skill.”

      “What about here? What does your title mean here?”

      Imogen looked around her before answering. “Since I trained them, the title means something much more here. I brought many of them along with me, trying to help them reach greater heights than they could have otherwise. They learned and trained, and they found a way to help their people. Because of it, they raised me up as the First.”

      “And now? Did you reclaim the title?” Gavin asked.

      She inhaled deeply, and she looked up at the man leading them forward. “I cannot.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I cannot. That was not my bond quest.”

      They slowed as they neared the end of the chamber. A small oval table occupied much of the space, and three people sat around it. All of them glanced up as the group approached.

      The man sitting in the middle frowned as he took in the sight of Imogen. “What is this?” he demanded, getting to his feet. Deep gray eyes glared at her. A black cloak hung over his muscular shoulders, mostly concealing the hilt of his sword. He glanced from Imogen to Gaspar to Gavin, before finally taking in Theren, his sharp jaw jutting outward. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came for answers,” Imogen said.

      “You left. You abandoned our people.”

      “I had not completed my task. I had the keystone, but it needed to be destroyed. You knew what I had to do.” There was a pleading look in her eyes which Gavin had never seen before. “But then I was followed. The keystone was found. Someone who knew what it was and what it meant came after it. There was only one possible answer.”

      “Enough.” He nodded to the shadows, and a dozen figures stepped forward.

      Imogen shook her head. “I am the First of the Blade.”

      The man behind the table glared at them. “How dare you return after all this time and make that claim?”

      “I am the First,” she repeated.

      The other figures converged, and Gavin readied for another fight, but something shifted. They took up a position around their group, as if flanking Imogen.

      Gavin leaned toward Gaspar. “Who is that man?”

      “I believe that was once her betrothed.”
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      Gavin sat at the table and glanced from Imogen to the man sitting across from her. She sat with her back rigid, as if she wanted to be anywhere but here. For that matter, he suspected she did want to be anywhere else.

      Theren lounged in his chair, leaning back with his arms crossed over his chest, watching the other man with a hard smile. He somehow positioned himself to sit nearer to Imogen.

      The other sword fighters remained around them, but they had retreated back into the shadows again, leaving their group sitting undisturbed at the table. Gavin wasn’t quite sure what was taking place, but he had a feeling that by proclaiming herself the First of the Blade, Imogen had restored her command of them.

      He looked at her with a renewed interest. Perhaps she was a greater ally than he had given her credit for.

      The man leaned forward. He rested his arms on the table. “You should not have returned,” he said, his voice lowered in scarcely controlled anger.

      Gavin recognized that rage within him, having felt it before, but had learned how to control it better than this man. He might have led in her stead, but Gavin wondered if she would be able to defeat him. Did it only require him to be a skilled sword fighter?

      “I had not yet completed my task,” she replied.

      “You made a choice, and you left us.” He swept his gaze around before settling it once more on Imogen. “You left me.”

      “You know the reason why I did.”

      “The city has fallen because of you.”

      “Because of me?” Her voice rose slightly and she clenched her fists. It was the most reaction that Imogen had ever displayed. “How is any of this because of me?”

      “You took the one way we had of protecting ourselves from them,” he said, the heat building in his voice.

      Imogen frowned at him. “That is why you came after the keystone? You knew what it was, and you knew my purpose.”

      “And you knew that I wanted to protect my people,” he said.

      Imogen’s knuckles were now white. Anger and rage flashed through her eyes before retreating and fading. “You didn’t need the keystone to protect yourself,” she said.

      “Have you been out in the rest of the city? Since you’ve returned, have you even seen what has become of the place you once called home?”

      “I’ve seen the slums.”

      “That is not what I mean.”

      She stared at him. “I have not.”

      He snorted at her. “No. You were far too concerned about your precious bond quest. That is all you’ve ever been concerned about.”

      “That is not true.”

      “If you cared about anything else, you wouldn’t have left us. You wouldn’t have allowed the Society to claim even more of our land or to nearly destroy the temple.” He regarded her with a deepening sneer. “I would do what it takes to protect our people.”

      “Your people,” Imogen said softly. “And you were willing to release the hyadan to do so.”

      “Yes.”

      Gavin stared. “What do you mean release them?”

      “The keystone unlocks the other stones,” Imogen said. “They are useless without it. And I suspect he wanted the keystone to release them on the Society.” She shook her head. “He believes that is how he will reclaim his people and his land, but it will not be claimed so easily.” She leaned forward. “The sorcerers can defend themselves against the hyadan. You have not seen what I have seen in my homeland.”

      “I know what they can do,” the man said. “I know they can be controlled.”

      “No. There is no control.”

      She shook her head again. Everything within Imogen went tense, and for a moment, a surge of anger flashed along her delicate features. There had been a time when Gavin wouldn’t have called her dangerous, but now having fought alongside her, that time was long past. He knew just how brutally effective she could be. Seeing that flicker of anger worried him that she might act, and if she did, he would have to be ready to help.

      “Where is it?” Imogen asked.

      “You won’t find it. You might’ve tracked it here, but I am not the only believer. The others will ensure that the keystone survives. And then we will reclaim the city.”

      Gavin held his hands on the table, and he looked around. If this man had been responsible for releasing the hyadan, then Gavin would have to intervene, even if he wanted nothing to do with it.

      But it was more than just that.

      “You could’ve been a part of this,” the man said to her.

      Her face twisted in disgust. “I could never be a part of something like that,” she said. “I know what the hyadan can do, and how indiscriminately they slaughter. It is not just those with power that they bring down. They might feed on them, they might use them, but they harm innocents. Far too many innocents. That is why the stone needed to be destroyed.”

      “We need to restore the balance. When you were here, the Society could not expand. Your techniques failed when you left.”

      “You failed them, Ruhid,” she said, taking a deep breath. “I made a mistake in teaching you. Now you will show me to the stones.”

      He smiled slightly. “You do not get to demand anything.”

      “I am the First of the—”

      Ruhid jumped to his feet, his sword unsheathed. There was a darkness that swirled about his blade. Gavin had seen that when he had dealt with the Toral who had attacked Anna in the forest.

      Theren stiffened, but didn’t move.

      “Careful,” Gavin whispered to her. “He’s not what you expect.”

      Ruhid looked over to him. “Outsiders who know nothing don’t get to speak here.” He whipped the blade around. As he did, darkness streaked out from it.

      Gavin stared at the end of the blade.

      That wasn’t just darkness, that was power. Ruhid must’ve made some sort of alliance to use the stones. He had mentioned having the keystone with others who could control it, which meant that it had to be somebody else with dark sorcery—the keystone couldn’t be controlled any other way.

      Gavin looked to Gaspar. “Can I get involved this time?”

      “I’m afraid you need to,” he said.

      Gavin leapt to his feet, and the darkness immediately began to spiral around him, attempting to constrict him. At least there was no magic holding on to him.

      “You are making a mistake, Ruhid,” Imogen said.

      “The mistake was you thinking you could challenge me for leadership, and for leaving. Perhaps you were my equal once, but no longer.”

      He flowed through a quick series of movements, almost faster than what Gavin could follow, and he brought his blade around. Imogen parried, pushing Ruhid back.

      Gavin felt the power constrict around him, and though he strained to break free of it and suspected that, in time, he would be able to, he didn’t know if he would be able to before Ruhid acted.

      “Can you get in there and help?” Gavin said, glancing over to Theren.

      “I’m not here to deal with succession issues among the Leier.”

      Gavin focused on the core reserves within him and on summoning the strength he needed to break free of the power around him. He could feel something flowing. He pushed, reminded of how he had pushed outward against the bindings Tristan used to place on him.

      And then the power exploded.

      Gavin ran straight toward Imogen. He tried calling on the power of the ring, but it didn’t come. There were times when he felt as if he could master that magic, but other times it seemed too distant for him, as if he could scarcely reach for the edge of that energy. Now was one time like the latter.

      But when he reached Ruhid, something shifted.

      Gavin called on his core reserves, then felt a fluttering within him, and he pushed it out. He tried to call on the power of the ring again, but it flickered for a moment, the energy coursing through him before failing. He continued to try to reach for it, but it didn’t come to him the way it needed to. Frustration filled him, but he knew that couldn’t be helped. Anna had told him to be one with the power that flowed within him, and he had to find it somehow. As he focused, he could feel his core reserves, and he pushed that energy out through him. Then a hint of power finally exploded from the ring.

      It slammed into Ruhid, and he fell back.

      Imogen darted forward, sweeping her blade in a quick arc, but Ruhid was faster. He used the connection he had and pressed outward with the dark power.

      They faced each other, back and forth.

      Gavin tried to intercede, but found he didn’t need to. Imogen was a blur with her blade. He had seen her fight before and recognized that she was incredibly skilled, and as he watched her now, he paid special attention to how she brought her blade around and the patterns she used. There was a definite form to them, something that he couldn’t quite make out when he was either sparring with her or fighting alongside her. Now that he didn’t have to intervene, he could keep an eye on what she was doing and recognize more about how she was fighting.

      The pattern revealed itself to him. She was skilled—far more skilled than her opponent.

      As she spun with her blade, carving it around in a sharp arc, Ruhid couldn’t keep up with her. He tried to block and defend himself, but every time he did, Imogen continued to press the attack.

      Ruhid fumbled. Imogen brought the hilt of her sword up and slammed it into his forehead, and he crumpled to the ground. She sheathed her sword quickly and turned, looking for the others around them.

      “What was that?” Gaspar asked.

      “He has made bargains with outsiders,” a dark-haired man said. He had delicate features, but a scar lingered on one cheek. “We objected, but he had more power than us. We could not stop him. When he wanted to find the keystone, he claimed he had a way of controlling it.”

      Imogen bowed to him slightly. “Matrin,” she said.

      “Imogen. He demanded that we find it,” Matrin said. “We did not want to, but it was how we had to protect ourselves. We didn’t have any choice.”

      “There is always a choice.”

      “Not when it came to him. With whatever power he allied with, he demanded we follow.”

      The fallen man lay motionless. Imogen’s gaze lingered on him, and Gavin couldn’t help but wonder what thoughts were going through her mind. She had returned here, but Gavin didn’t have the sense that she had expected to find anything like this. Rather, she likely had anticipated coming and finding only an answer to what had taken place with the hyadan. Instead, it seemed she had more questions.

      “One of the stones was used on me,” Imogen said.

      “I tried to intervene. I wanted to give you a warning,” Matrin said. “You should have heard of that by now. She was there…”

      Gavin frowned. The girl he’d followed. “That was a warning?”

      “It was his way of testing whether it worked.” Matrin shook his head. “I tried but failed. I wasn’t strong enough. I am sorry, First.”

      Imogen breathed out and turned to him. “Show me the stones.”

      “Do you care to tell me what is going on here?” Gavin asked her, but she ignored him.

      “Come,” Matrin said, motioning for them to go with him. “This is something you should see.”

      Gavin followed and held on to his sword.

      Matrin guided them toward a back wall. From there, he pressed on what looked to be a door, which came open slowly. A hall stretched in front of them.

      “What is this place?” Gavin asked.

      “I told you that this was all part of an old temple. And now they have brought darkness into a sacred place and tainted it. They should not have,” Imogen said.

      This section of the tunnel was narrower, and they had to walk in a single file line. The ceiling was low as well, forcing Gavin to duck. At least they wouldn’t be surprised here, he thought, and he marveled at the fact that all of this existed in the first place. An entire underground community, all of it interconnected.

      Imogen remained tense as they went.

      They reached another door. Matrin pulled out a key and unlocked it, which opened up into a larger room. Rows of bins and shelves lined the walls, and a single lantern glowed in the middle of the room, crackling with a faint light. Everything was cast in pale orange, but above the lantern, shadows moved and swirled. It was unsettling.

      As soon as the door had come open, Gavin felt a dark energy pressing on him, as if there was some sort of power that tried to squeeze him. He focused on his core reserves, wanting to ignore that power that attempted to constrict him, but the feeling was overwhelming.

      And familiar.

      It reminded him of the dark energy that had attacked them before.

      Imogen ran forward and stood in the center of the room, sweeping her gaze all around her. She squeezed the hilt of her sword and looked as though she wanted to unsheathe the weapon, but she didn’t.

      Instead, she turned, eyes darting around until she settled on Matrin, anger flashing in her expression. Gavin thought he understood. He could feel it here too, the cold presence that seemed to press all around him, answering the question he had. He knew what was contained in this place.

      “What is it?” Gaspar asked.

      Gavin stepped into the room, trying to ignore the dark energy around them, trying to ignore everything he could feel, only focusing on the power here. Pressure continued to build around him and constrict. He had to try something else, something more.

      “This was—is—the hyadan,” Imogen answered.
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      They looked at the strange bins filled with the power. Gavin unsheathed the El’aras dagger. He could feel the energy around him.

      “Why is it so potent if they’re contained?” Gavin asked.

      She looked over to Matrin, who nodded. “Long ago, the keystone was used to duplicate and create more hyadan stones. But it required someone with the right power, as well as possession of the keystone, to activate this ability. Without it, the stones were inactive. It was how we managed to gather as many as we did, and remove them as a threat.”

      “How are there so many here?”

      “When I chased the keystone, there was one who thought to turn them against me. They replicated the stones, but I had trained enough of the Muvarth to work with me. They had not counted on that.”

      Gavin watched her, realizing that she made several admissions in that statement: One was that her people didn’t fear sorcery. The other was that these creatures, which seemed to target those with magic, would have been attracted to her people.

      Unless they were just a threat to all people. He didn’t really know.

      “We could not destroy them.” She looked over to Gavin, holding his gaze. “Much like I could not destroy the keystone. But without that keystone, these were useless. Until now.”

      “So you stored them?”

      He stopped in front of one of the bins, and he looked down into it. He couldn’t see much, so he pushed a bit of power out through him and let it flow out from the El’aras dagger. A soft blue light glowed from the blade, enough that Gavin could see through the darkness.

      The bin nearest him held three black stones. They reminded him of what he had seen when he had faced the hyadan in the city, and they had the same dark energy. As he held the El’aras dagger up to it, he considered crushing that power through the stone.

      Imogen grabbed his wrist, shaking her head. “It’s not necessary.”

      “These can be used by the wrong person,” he said. “You said all of this was dangerous.”

      She nodded. “It is. All of it is. And to be honest, I hadn’t expected these people to be responsible for this. We had defeated the hyadan.” She looked over to Matrin, who frowned. “Had I known that they would have turned the hyadan stones against me and used them again, I would’ve taken all of them with me. Regardless of how difficult it was. I could not destroy them, but I was determined to find one who could.”

      Gavin could do that, but it took a great deal of effort.

      “What about the Society?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “I will not go to them.”

      His brows furrowed. He swept the El’aras dagger around the room, pressing power out from within him. As he did, the glowing continued to intensify, allowing him to see everything clearly. Gavin could make out the details and how many stones there were. Dozens upon dozens of them. And all of them were simply stored here.

      It was almost too much for him to believe.

      Matrin looked over to Imogen. “They cannot be destroyed.”

      “They cannot be defeated that easily,” Imogen said to him. “There are too many here to efficiently destroy.”

      Gavin turned his attention to one of the nearest bins. “I would be happy to give it a try,” he said.

      With as many were here, it would take days to do it. Maybe weeks.

      “If this place exists, then it’s dangerous for others,” Gavin said.

      “Only if they get to it,” Imogen said.

      “If you knew about this, then why did you leave?”

      He would have thought that Imogen would want to stay to protect whatever was here, to ensure that their power wouldn’t be used to cause more destruction.

      She stared at the bins with a different expression than Gavin did. Hers was more of curiosity, whereas Gavin felt disgusted by what he saw.

      “Come,” Matrin said. “We can talk, but not here.”

      He cast a glance around the room before turning away, and he motioned for them to follow. They walked with Matrin out of the room, and as Gavin hurried behind, he glanced back.

      Theren stood motionless, with a dark, unreadable expression on his face. On the journey to the city, Gavin would have called him jovial—perhaps amused most of the time—but ever since reaching Loruv, some aspect of him had changed, as if he were worried about what he had experienced.

      Maybe that was all it was.

      It was difficult to know what he was thinking, but there was something different about him now. Theren lingered for a moment, sweeping his gaze around, and a deep frown creased his brow.

      “What is it?” Gavin asked him.

      “I had heard of the hyadan before. Stories only.” He stared at the bins of stones. “What I know of them is limited. They are darkness, and within that darkness is a challenge for our people, and all those who have power. They were once known near my homeland.” He sighed. “But they were destroyed before any had a chance to study them.”

      Gavin looked around the room one last time before motioning for Theren to follow. They exited the room and Matrin pulled the door closed, and he used his strange key to lock it again.

      Gavin thought they would go back to the main hall, but they didn’t. Matrin led them down a side tunnel, which they headed along until it began to widen. By the time they reached the end of it, Gavin expected them to walk back up above ground. They reached another doorway and stepped through.

      They reentered the room where they had first come upon Ruhid, and Gavin noticed a feeling of energy there. He took a seat at the table and looked across at where Imogen had sat. Her hands rested on the table, though her fingers twitched, as if she didn’t like sitting there without a weapon in hand. Her eyes had more shadows in them than they usually did.

      “You know what we have dealt with.” Matrin leaned forward, and he locked eyes with Imogen. “You promised to help us find a way to keep ourselves safe.”

      Imogen breathed out a frustrated sigh. “Safe from the sorcerers. Safe from the Society. I taught you to defend yourselves against the hyadan and dark sorcery. And then the Twelve committed themselves to helping expunge the hyadan.”

      “The Twelve?” Gavin asked softly.

      She sighed, glancing toward him, the irritation in her face softening slightly. “A dozen of the finest swordsmen I could train. All more capable than any others in the city. Muvarth who had learned the lessons my earliest instructors had taught…”

      “And you were the First,” he said, starting to understand.

      She slammed a fist on the table. “Now nothing I did matters.”

      Gavin watched her. He didn’t understand everything Imogen had been through, but he suspected this had to do with her bond quest. She was angry, and from what Gavin could tell, she had good reason to be. The people she had been working with, people she believed should have defended her, had abandoned her teachings, and they had betrayed her trust.

      And they had preserved the hyadan.

      “I told you who was responsible,” Matrin told her. “Ruhid thought he could save them. He thought we could use them as a line of defense if it came down to protecting ourselves from the Society.”

      “The Society was never the threat,” Imogen said, her voice pained and quiet. “And it was never the reason I trained you.”

      “But you spoke about sorcery—”

      “I spoke about sorcery with regards to my experience, not yours. Sorcerers never harmed your people.”

      Matrin stared at her, holding her gaze. “I thought my people were your people.”

      “As did I.” Imogen didn’t look away but pressed her lips together in a tight frown. “We need to find the keystone and destroy it. Then the rest of the stones cannot work.” She got to her feet. “I will speak with Ruhid when he comes around.”

      Imogen headed to the corner where Ruhid lay motionless. He was breathing, and Gavin could tell that he was more alert than he was letting on.

      “Careful,” he cautioned.

      Imogen nodded. She nudged Ruhid with one foot, and he sat up quickly. Her blade was unsheathed in a second, and at his throat a moment later. He looked up at her, eyes narrowed.

      “It is still here,” she said.

      Gavin frowned. “He said he gave it to someone else.”

      Imogen reached into her pocket, and she pulled out a small rectangular object made of a dark metal. “I can feel it. It’s close.” She stared at Ruhid. “You tried to conceal it, but you failed. You have it on you.”

      He glowered at her. “I will reclaim it. Regardless of what you try, I will reclaim—”

      She punched him in the face, and he hit the ground again. Imogen searched him and then pulled out a jet-black spherical stone he’d hidden in one of his pockets.

      Gavin could practically feel the malevolence within it.

      “I knew it was in Yoran but could never find it,” she said when Gavin approached.

      There was a reason, Gavin suspected, and one that he had a hand in removing from the city.

      “The Captain?” he asked.

      She nodded. “That’s what Gaspar long believed. The Captain’s connection to the enchantments made it difficult to find. I never learned who attacked me, but when the stone ended up in Yoran…”

      Had Tristan been involved with that as well? It would have been too recent for the Triad.

      “What now?” Gavin asked.

      “We must destroy it. You had the strength to destroy one of the minor stones. Do you think you could do it now?”

      Gavin took the keystone from her, though he did so reluctantly. “I don’t know. I can try, but if this is dark sorcery, I don’t know if I have enough control over my power.”

      He could feel Theren hovering behind him, and Gavin shot him a look. Theren grinned before backing away.

      Gavin set the stone on the ground. He focused on his core reserves, trying to call upon that power and push it through the ring. Much like every time he tried to reach for it, he found it there, but then it flickered—as if there was some attempt to block him.

      The barrier had to come from inside himself, but he couldn’t let that power fill him the way it needed to. He breathed in again and focused on his core reserves. Maybe that power would be enough, even without the ring.

      He took out his El’aras dagger and brought it up to the stone. He tried to press down on it with the blade, but the keystone pushed against him, crackling with a black energy. Gavin strained and reached for the ring again, but it didn’t come.

      He sighed, looking up at Imogen. “I’m sorry.”

      She grabbed the keystone off the ground. “It would’ve been too easy. We must go. I need to complete my bond quest, and that involves destroying the stone.”

      “Where?” Matrin asked. “You are the First of the Blade. You can’t leave us.”

      “I was the First of the Blade,” she said, getting to her feet and shooting him a look.

      “We could ask Anna,” Gavin said, leaning close to Imogen.

      She held his gaze. “Do you think she’s powerful enough?”

      “You saw her with the Shard. If anyone can do it, it would be her.”

      “That is worthwhile to try. For now, I will keep it safe until we decide what to do.” She turned to the door and paused there for a moment, holding her hand above it. “We will go in the morning,” she said to Gaspar, who simply nodded.

      They sat in silence after Imogen left, and Matrin stared at his hands, which rested on the table.

      “I’m sorry about what happened,” he said.

      “She feels used,” Gaspar said.

      Matrin sighed. “She has always felt used. We did not treat her well before her departure. Not all of us, at least. Especially given everything she did for us.”

      “What did you do to her?” Gavin asked.

      “We tried to keep her from leaving. It was a mistake. We wanted her here, to work with us, to help ensure that we remained safe from the Society, but she had her reasons.”

      Gavin glanced over to Gaspar. “Because she had to finish her quest?”

      Gaspar nodded.

      “We needed her,” Matrin said. “She was the First, and we had seen the Society becoming active here. They were bringing more and more of their sorcerers. We wanted to protect our people, and she was the only way that we knew to do that.”

      “Then you never understood her,” Gaspar said.

      He stood and left, and Matrin watched him go.

      “We need a place to stay for the night,” Gavin said. “It sounds like we will be leaving in the morning.”

      He wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to leave yet, not until he better understood what was going on, but he had come here for Imogen and would do what she needed.

      Matrin guided Gavin to a door and pushed it open. “You can stay here for the evening,” he said. “If you need anything, anyone here will be willing to help you.”

      Gavin stepped inside and closed the door behind him. The windowless room reminded him of the dorm he’d stayed in when he’d been living with Tristan. A single cot ran along one wall, and there was an empty washbasin next to it. The whole space was sparse, but there was something cozy about it as well.

      Gavin lay down, resting his head, and drifted off to sleep.

      Dreams came to him—simple dreams that tied him to his past, to things he’d done before he’d joined up with his team. But they were dreams of memories, of where he’d been and who he’d been. They were dreams that served no purpose.

      As he started to come back around, he heard a voice in the back of his mind, one that almost seemed to be triggering him to wake up. It was a strange voice, and stranger still that Gavin could sense that voice and could feel its warning. As he opened his eyes, there was darkness around him, and it took him a moment to realize what he was seeing. That darkness swirled around him, filling everything in the space near him and overwhelming him.

      He looked to the door.

      There was something off.

      Not just the darkness around him, but the nature of it. The way it spread, circling the door. And he began to understand what it was, why it was coming.

      The hyadan were attacking.
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      Gavin jumped to his feet and unsheathed his sword. He called upon his core reserves. The rest had increased his strength and the blade blazed with a blue light that illuminated the room.

      There were three creatures across from him, dark power swirling around them. Gavin focused, trying to figure out which one of them was the lead one.

      One of the hyadan divided.

      “There you are,” he said.

      Gavin lunged, aiming for the mouth. The hyadan gave a muted shriek as the sword struck.

      He drove his blade forward again and connected with another hyadan, which shrieked as well. Gavin pushed power out from himself, borrowing from the core reserves and sending magic out through him. He jumped and forced his sword toward another one, jamming the blade into its mouth.

      Gavin spun, sweeping the blade around, and he thought about what he had seen from Imogen. Her fighting style must’ve been effective against the creatures, and though he didn’t know her style well, he could borrow enough from it. He lunged and connected with the next.

      The hyadan were multiplying, but what if it wasn’t coming from inside the room?

      The area was too small for the sword, so Gavin switched to his El’aras dagger. He didn’t have to sweep through such sharp movements as he would with the sword, but it also gave the creatures an easier time getting to him.

      They had him circled now. Gavin thrust toward one, dropping and driving the blade up. Each time he came close to the hyadan, they let out an awful sound. He stabbed again, and then he connected. This time, the hyadan shrieked even louder than before. The sound was unbearable.

      Everything around him seemed to fall still.

      With the room emptied, and he pulled the door open. Three more creatures waited in the hallway. The only way he could see them was through the glow of his El’aras dagger. Were it not for that, Gavin wouldn’t have been able to get to them in time. He still held on to his sword in his other hand, pushing out his core reserves from it. He could feel the energy slipping away, something that seemed to flow out from him, even though he didn’t dare push too hard. He didn’t want to lose control over that power.

      If he had more control over the ring, he might have used it. As it was, he certainly was not going to try using it in a space like this, where he might destroy the entire structure around him were he to lose control.

      He pushed his core reserves through the dagger, blasting into the hyadan’s mouth.

      One of the doors nearby opened, and Gaspar looked out.

      “Close the damn door!” Gavin shouted, and Gaspar jerked it closed.

      Gavin twisted and jammed at one with the dagger. Another hyadan came toward him, and he shoved the sword in its mouth.

      Where was Imogen? She had the keystone. There was no reason that the hyadan should have attacked unless Ruhid had already released them.

      Or, Gavin realized, somebody had gotten to Imogen, taken the stone, and reactivated it.

      He kicked off of one of the walls, spinning and flipping, and drove the El’aras sword outward. He connected with another hyadan, and he pushed power out through him from his core reserves, and Gavin found he needed to tap into something more.

      He hesitated, still not wanting to draw on the ring, but what choice did he have? There was too much power here, more than what he could withstand. He had to be careful, to react, and to remove the hyadan as a threat. Which meant he was going to have to use what he had.

      Gavin focused, trying to keep his mind stable, knowing that in order for him to harness the energy of the ring, he was going to need to draw upon it safely and effectively. He would have to keep his concentration so that he could ensure he used it the right way.

      He tried to think of everything he knew about the ring, all of the power that existed within it. Slowly, that understanding flowed out from him, out of the ring, and energy exploded.

      He strode forward. There were no more hyadan and no stones.

      Where were they?

      Gavin had destroyed three of the creatures, but he would’ve expected their stone remnants to remain. He started searching. The hyadan stone had to be here. Until he found that, he couldn’t be confident that he had destroyed all of the these.

      Something moved nearby.

      He was not alone. There was something else in the hall with him. He braced himself, expecting another attack. He spun at a shadow and swung his blade, pushing some of his core reserves into it. The sword glowed brighter, and energy coursed out of the blade, into the area around him. As he tried to send that energy outward, he could definitely feel something else.

      A blur of movement.

      Gavin focused and felt his vision shift. It was what he had done when he’d faced the El’aras in the forest, and what he had needed to do when he had sparred with Theren.

      Everything started to slow enough that Gavin could make out the details within it.

      El’aras.

      Gavin almost lost his focus. Why were they here?

      There should be no reason for them to be in Loruv. They were far enough removed from what Gavin believed to be the El’aras lands. If only he had Wrenlow to ask.

      This had to have been Ruhid’s secret assistance.

      Given what Gavin knew about the El’aras he had confronted in the forest outside of Yoran, these might even be the same ones. The El’aras who had a Toral among them. And dark power. Why would they want the hyadan?

      He tried not to think about that. For now, he needed to stay alive. He focused on the El’aras in front of him. He had darker hair. Cleaner features. And he was fast. Impossibly fast.

      Gavin debated which weapon to use, sword or dagger. At the same time, maybe neither would matter. He was skilled with both, but he was even more skilled with hand-to-hand combat.

      And the El’aras was coming at him too quickly.

      There was a hint of darkness around the man as he lunged. Gavin twisted to the side, swinging his arm down, trying to connect. The El’aras blurred past him and rolled, coming back around and facing him. The attacker crouched down, one hand resting on the ground waiting for Gavin to move.

      Gavin darted forward.

      The El’aras leapt at him and twisted. Gavin ducked, but the man clawed at him, raking his nails across Gavin’s back. Gavin winced, going to the ground and popping back to his feet. He spun around and reached outward, grabbing for the El’aras.

      He missed. His opponent was too fast.

      Gavin jumped forward, and the El’aras connected, joining him in midair. They crashed into each other.

      Gavin had been calling on the core reserves, but then he used something different. This time, he focused on the power in the ring. As he used that power and darted forward, he could feel that energy filling him, and it exploded outward through him.

      He rolled on the ground and brought his fist down into a sharp jab, connecting with the El’aras’s throat. As the man dropped to the ground, Gavin jumped off to the side and twisted.

      It was just in time.

      There was another attacker.

      What’s going on here?

      Reddish hair streaked towards Gavin. He spun, trying to connect with the man’s arm. The El’aras was too quick. And here Gavin had thought that Theren was Anna’s most potent warrior.

      This one jumped and flipped in midair, but it was a technique Gavin recognized. There weren’t too many fighters who could twist in that fashion.

      Did Tristan train them?

      Gavin pushed that thought away. He jumped, using the walls around him. If the El’aras were going to use the ceiling, Gavin was going to use his own techniques. He bounced off one wall, kicking and driving forward, and he brought his fist down in a chop that connected with something.

      As the El’aras crumpled to the ground, Gavin caught the man’s neck with his legs and cracked it with a wrenching motion.

      He jumped back to his feet, looking around, ready for the next attack.

      It was quiet.

      The door nearby opened again, and Gaspar poked his head out into the hall. “Dammit, boy,” he mumbled.

      ‘“What’s going on?” Gavin asked. “What are the El’aras doing here?” They had to be from one of the other families. Gavin tapped on his enchantment. “Anna?”’

      There was nothing.

      In the time they had been gone, Gavin hadn’t spoken to Anna or Wrenlow, though he wondered if that was a mistake. Maybe he should have been keeping up with them, letting them know what was going on.

      “Anna, if you’re there, we need to talk about the El’aras,” he said into the enchantment. “Something is going on here, and I don’t know what it is. There have been several attacks like this now, and I feel like we need to get a better sense of all of this.”

      There was still nothing but silence. The enchantments around the city probably kept him from reaching her—or from reaching Wrenlow. Gavin let out a frustrated groan, and he looked around him. Gaspar was watching him.

      “It’s not going to change anything, boy,” he said, then glanced along the hallway. “I’m going to see what happened with Imogen.”

      Gavin followed him, and they reached a part of the temple where they had been earlier in the evening. From afar, he saw a body curled up on the ground, with a pool of blood next to their face.

      “Dammit,” Gaspar said, running forward.

      It wasn’t until Gavin got to the fallen figure that he realized who it was.

      Imogen.

      “At least we know what happened to the stone,” Gavin muttered.

      “Where’s Ruhid?” Gaspar asked.

      “I can go look for him.”

      “We will,” a voice said from behind.

      Gavin turned. Matrin wore a black cloak that covered his shoulders, and his hand rested on his blade. Two others were behind him.

      Gaspar looked over to Gavin. “Let them deal with it. Why don’t you wake the other El’aras and see if he knows anything. If he’s involved in some way…”

      Gavin headed down the hall, and he knocked on the door of the room where Theren was staying for the night. He waited, but there was no answer, so he knocked again. As before, there was no response.

      Theren should have been drawn out by the fighting. Given his eagerness to work with his sword, Gavin would’ve expected the warrior to jump at the opportunity to fight with anything.

      Where would he have gone?

      He shoved the door. The lock wasn’t stout, and it popped easily so that Gavin could open the door. The room was no different than the one Gavin occupied, but for a moment, he thought there was a shadow lurking in one corner.

      He stepped in but saw nothing. His skin tingled, though. Could that have been some enchantment Theren had used, layering it over the room itself, to ensure that nobody violated the safety of his room? Or maybe it was just the fact that there had been El’aras here, and he was picking up on the remains of magic. Regardless, there was no sign of Theren.

      Gavin turned back and stepped out of the room.

      Theren came striding down the hall. “What’s going on?”

      “Where were you?” Gavin asked.

      “I was just out for a stroll. I thought I might take a look at this city. As you probably know, our kind don’t need much sleep.”

      “You just happened to be gone during an attack?”

      He didn’t like feeling suspicious about what Theren told him, but at the same time, how could he not? Theren should have been here. But he was El’aras, and Gavin did understand that they didn’t need much sleep.

      He would watch Theren. His natural suspicion told him he should.

      Theren looked down at the two El’aras who were knocked out on the ground.

      Theren crouched down next to them and rolled one over, tracing his hand along the crest on one of their sleeves. He looked over to Gavin as he shook his head. “It’s the same family that attacked us in the forest. I am surprised they would come this far.”

      It was more than just how far they had traveled, though. What would Theren think about the idea that the El’aras had worked with a Toral? Or of them releasing hyadan? He didn’t even know if it was them, but the timing fit.

      “Why have the families suddenly started working against each other?” Gavin asked.

      “Issues began when the sorcerer escaped.”

      Gavin pressed his lips together. Cyran.

      “What happened then?” he asked.

      Theren got to his feet, dusting his hands on his pants. “Unfortunately, we were making a deal to exchange him for one of the other families’ prisoners. We nearly completed the transaction, but something happened. He managed to get away.”

      That was more than Anna had revealed to him, and it left Gavin wondering why she hadn’t shared more. There had to be some reason for her secrecy.

      “What exactly happened?”

      “I wasn’t part of the team involved,” Theren said. “I talked with them, though. The sorcerer shouldn’t have been able to escape. We have ways to prevent that, as you know.”

      Gavin frowned. “I was attacked by him. I know how powerful he is, and I know just what he can do.”

      “Is that right? I hadn’t heard anything. I know he has some ability, and he must’ve been powerful, otherwise he wouldn’t have been brought back to us to keep tabs on.”

      “Powerful,” Gavin said, nodding. “I don’t really know how he got so powerful.”

      “You knew him.”

      “There was a time when I thought I did, when I believed we were friends. Then I had to kill him.”

      Theren grinned darkly at the comment. “You killed the sorcerer? Good on you.”

      “Killing a sorcerer is never something I do lightly.”

      “No,” Theren said. “It takes a delicate touch.” He chuckled, reaching for his sword. “You have to find their neck and take the head off from the body.”

      “Not like that,” Gavin said.

      “Why? It works.”

      “That’s not what I’m talking about.”

      “I know it’s not,” Theren said. “I just thought I would make a little joke here. Perhaps the timing wasn’t quite right.” He watched Gavin as he said it, and chuckled again.

      Gavin called to Anna through his enchantment again, but he didn’t hear anything back. He wanted to reach her and Wrenlow, but the enchantment didn’t seem to work from this great of a distance.

      None of that changed anything for him. He had to keep his eye on Theren.

      “I can send word to others. I have ways of communicating,” Theren said.

      Gavin looked along the hall. “We need to move the bodies. We should carry them back above ground. Bring them to the forest outside the city.”

      “You’d give them that honor?”

      “I’m not about to dishonor them,” Gavin said.

      “You’re a strange man, Chain Breaker,” Theren said.

      “Why is it strange to give them the honor of the rest they’re supposed to have?”

      “Because most people aren’t concerned about honoring their dead.”

      “Killing isn’t something I do with glee,” Gavin said.

      Theren smiled tightly. “Then you have wisdom that not all men have, though you’re not quite a man.” Theren watched him with an edge in his eyes, something that Gavin couldn’t quite read. “Perhaps not. But you aren’t quite El’aras, are you?”

      Gavin ignored the barb and realized that maybe he was overreacting about Theren. Anna had vouched for him, after all.

      He grabbed the legs of one of the El’aras and dragged him along the floor. As he did, he looked over to Theren, who had the other one over his shoulder. Theren looked at the man, an expression on his face that Gavin couldn’t quite read. Maybe it was irritation, maybe it was sadness.

      “It bothers you to see one of the families die, doesn’t it?”

      “More than you know,” Theren said.

      “Why would the families fight each other?”

      “They didn’t fight each other in this case, did they?” He looked over to Gavin. “They fought you, and seeing as how they don’t know that you’re El’aras, they wouldn’t have been breaking any trust.” Theren shrugged. “Don’t worry, Chain Breaker. I’ll get word to the others, and we’ll see if we can’t figure out what happened with your sorcerer friend. Once we do, we can try to understand why these others keep attacking.”

      When they reached the end of the tunnel, emerging from the underground, Gavin paused, taking in a deep breath of the night air. The air smelled foul, but he had to ignore it. They would go toward the forest, and from there, he didn’t know.

      He had to find the keystone. When Imogen came around, they could use her enchantment to track it.

      And then they would have to stop Ruhid and whoever he was working with.

      If that involved fighting more of the El’aras, then Gavin had to be ready for that.

      The only problem was that he didn’t know if he had the necessary skill.
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      It took quite a while for him and Theren to dig the burial sites for the El’aras. They had found a spot just outside the city.

      He straightened, wiping his hands on his pants. Theren crouched down next to the body of one of the men he’d buried and whispered something in the El’aras language.

      “I’m sending him off,” he explained.

      Gavin looked down at the mound of earth and shrugged. “Is there anything I need to say on behalf of this one?”

      “Probably not,” Theren said. “Unless you know our language.”

      “I only know a few words.”

      “That’s unfortunate.”

      Gavin shrugged again. “Like I said, I’ve learned a few.” But none of them were useful, and he wished he could speak more than what he knew.

      He paused, staring at the pile of dirt, his mind troubled. He still didn’t have a guess for why the El’aras had appeared. There had to be some reason they had come, but Gavin didn’t know what it was. Theren hadn’t said anything, which suggested he didn’t know either.

      He heard the sound of footsteps, and he spun. A darkened shape loomed in the shadows behind him, and it took a moment to realize what it was: the enchanted stone tiger.

      The tiger had followed them out here, but the others had not. The creature padded away a few feet and waited. He tracked after it for a moment until Theren’s voice called out from behind him.

      “What do you want to do now?”

      The stone tiger disappeared into the bushes.

      Gavin blinked back his exhaustion. He had to check on Imogen. They still had to track the keystone. And then they had to figure out how to destroy it. If Anna had some technique for that, Gavin could ask her to do that, but if she didn’t, then he was going to have to keep looking. Having seen the hyadan, he agreed with Imogen’s assessment that they needed to be destroyed—or at least secured.

      But he didn’t know if something like that could truly be secured.

      There was still much that he needed to do, still much that he didn’t have answers to. Going back might at least give him the opportunity to piece together what was going on.

      They hurried back to the city, both of them staying in the shadows. It didn’t surprise Gavin that Theren knew how to move carefully and swiftly, but he was reminded almost of how Gaspar stalked through the streets. He had a quick, almost deadly grace.

      As they moved, Gavin kept looking around him. He had been on alert ever since the attack, and none of that had changed now. He couldn’t shake that sensation and still felt on edge. The hairs on his neck stood on end, and a tingle raced along his spine—a feeling that someone was following him.

      “Why do you keep looking around like that?” Theren asked.

      Gavin ignored him and kept searching for anything that would tell him where Ruhid had gone. He couldn’t see an opening to the temple, but perhaps there wasn’t anything here that he might find.

      Ruhid had the keystone. And he had shown a willingness to release the hyadan.

      Which meant they had to find him.

      Gavin could look through the city. He hadn’t explored or examined Loruv yet, so he didn’t know if there was anything he needed to be concerned about. He wanted to know if Ruhid had truly started using the hyadan, and looking through the city would give him that insight.

      As they wandered through the streets, he frowned to himself, realization coming to him. The Sorcerer’s Society had taken hold in the city, but he hadn’t seen any sign of the sorcerers. That was unusual. It had been Gavin’s experience that when the Society got involved, they made sure their presence was known.

      “What do you expect to find?” Theren asked.

      Gavin shrugged. “I have some experience with the Society. Not all of them are dangerous.” He glanced over and realized that Theren was watching him, a hint of darkness in his eyes. Was that just the shadows, or was there more to it? “Given what we have heard about the city, it seems to me that we should have seen more evidence of the Society.”

      “This city has become a stronghold for them,” Theren said.

      “How do you know?”

      Gavin hadn’t heard that. But then, he hadn’t been traveling much lately, so his access to rumors and gossip was limited compared to what it once had been. Wrenlow had been his eyes and ears for a long time, ensuring that Gavin kept current with the gossip that existed in the world. In this case, he didn’t have Wrenlow, and he also hadn’t been traveling enough to learn.

      “Even though we live in the trees, we stay connected,” Theren explained.

      Gavin waited for him to expand, but he didn’t say anything more.

      “If the Society is here, we should be careful,” Gavin said.

      “I don’t fear them.”

      “It’s not a matter of fearing them. It’s a matter of making sure we don’t create danger for those who remain here.”

      “You mean the way you did in Yoran?” Theren said.

      Gavin clenched his jaw. “That was unintentional.”

      “I’m not saying it was bad. There are times when you just have to cut down a few sorcerers.”

      Gavin tensed and started forward, and Theren followed him. “You can go back,” Gavin told him. “You don’t have to stay with me.”

      “Why wouldn’t I want to stay with the great Chain Breaker?”

      Gavin paused and looked over at Theren. This time, the darkness glimmered in his eyes, and Gavin knew he wasn’t imagining it. There was something about sorcerers that put Theren on edge.

      Given what Gavin had heard from Theren, the way his people had been forced out of their homeland, he thought he understood. The El’aras had suffered because of sorcery over the years, and perhaps Theren was old enough to remember that time.

      “You don’t have to keep calling me that,” Gavin said.

      “You don’t like your nickname? I heard you earned it working with the great Tristan Rolanth.” He said it with a bit of a sneer.

      “You know him?”

      “I know of him,” Theren said. “Is that not enough?”

      Gavin supposed that many people knew about Tristan, and considering how Anna had helped him defeat Tristan the last time, at least indirectly, he wouldn’t be terribly surprised if the El’aras that worked with her knew about him as well.

      “I’m sure there are rumors about him,” Gavin said.

      “There are many. For those who care to pay attention, there is much to learn about him.” He smiled a dark smile. “Much like there are rumors about you. I have found that rumors can be founded in truth, though. Are they true when they come to you, Chain Breaker?”

      “It’s a nice nickname,” Gavin said. “And it has its uses, but I don’t know that you would call it true.”

      “A deception.”

      “Isn’t it in people’s nature to deceive?” Gavin shrugged. “It has its uses.”

      Theren chuckled. “Sometimes it does, doesn’t it? Unfortunately, we have seen that far too often even among my people.”

      “I didn’t realize.”

      “Why should your kind—well, humankind—be unusual in that?”

      “I suppose they should not,” Gavin said.

      He laughed and shook his head. “Of course they should not. And they are not.”

      They took a slight turn, heading deeper into the city. The slums stretched quite a ways through here, and Gavin wondered if he would even be able to find his way back into the Muvarth section. The slums twisted and turned, making navigating through this area more difficult than Gavin expected, with little more than a walkway through the buildings that leaned forward as if trying to swallow the path. Some of them even stretched into the street, or what had been the street, forcing him to squeeze through narrow passageways. The air had a strange, almost foul odor to it, as if there was a hint of rot that hung over everything.

      After sweeping along the slums for a while, he started to have the feeling of being followed again. Could Ruhid have trailed them? Gavin had seen no sign of him—or the hyadan.

      “Do you feel that?” he asked, looking over to Theren. “I feel like…” Gavin shook his head and paused, sweeping his gaze along the slums. “I feel like we’re being followed.”

      In this part of the city, it seemed impossible to believe that anybody could track them through the area, but maybe they had some way of finding them.

      The city was quiet. They passed an occasional grouping of dirty locals, though they made a point of looking away and hurrying on. At one point, Gavin heard the mournful sound of some creature howling, and they all slowed long enough listen before moving on. There were no obvious taverns, though music drifted from one building suggesting that they neared one. What might a Loruv tavern be like?

      Dim streetlights glowed with a pale light, leaving strange shadows swirling along the streets. A beggar trailed after them until Theren spun, sword unsheathed.

      “It’s just a boy,” Gavin said, resting a hand on his arm.

      And it might even be a young girl, though her face was dirty and hair cut short.

      Theren slipped his sword back into his sheath. “I don’t like this place. I feel like I can feel the sorcery here.”

      “Because you can,” Imogen said softly.

      They continued on until they reached an opening.

      The city had gradually shifted. The crumbling buildings made of stone and wood and other scraps ended, and beautiful, gleaming gray stone buildings stretched ahead. They shadowed the streets, and a wall surrounded them, making it difficult for Gavin to see anything else. But he could feel the strangeness in the air, an energy that existed, and he started to wonder if it was some sort of magical property.

      It was almost as if they had reached a transition point where everything changed. Gavin was reminded of what Imogen had said about Loruv, about how the Society had come in and taken hold, and how the people had begun to retreat.

      To the slums, and into the temple beneath the ground.

      “What are you waiting for?” Theren asked. “If you’re looking for the Society, let’s just go through here. And if we see any sorcerers, we can just deal with them.”

      “Deal with them?”

      “Listen, Gavin. I know you have a different view of sorcerers.”

      He wasn’t entirely sure what Theren was getting at, but he certainly had a different view than Theren did, it seemed.

      “I didn’t lose my family to them the way you did,” Gavin said, taking a gamble.

      “Family… I had a brother. Kinden won’t fly his kite near the Tesan Ridge again.” He took a deep breath. “My father won’t hammer the blades for our people. My uncle won’t…” He stopped himself, shaking his head. “It’s not just my family. I lost all of my people. I lost my home.”

      “That was a long time ago.”

      “Not as long as you would think. Do you remember how you were treated when you were young?”

      Gavin thought about Tristan. He had many memories of him from his youth, most of them dealing with his training and the brutality Tristan had often exacted during those sessions, but not all of it was bad. There were times when Tristan had actually been kind. Those moments were few and far between, but some of the earliest memories he had of Tristan were when Gavin had lost his parents. Tristan had been welcoming, warm, almost fatherly then. It was the reason Gavin had been so willing to go along with him.

      He almost smiled at one such memory. A time when Tristan had walked with him, holding his hand as he led Gavin to his new room. That simple touch had been a kindness from the man, and it was why Gavin had trusted him for all those years, despite the ruthlessness Tristan had put him through. It was almost as if Tristan had trained him in that simple gesture.

      “I remember,” Gavin said. He breathed out a long, slow sigh, and he swept his gaze around the streets, debating. He wasn’t sure he wanted to see a sorcerer, not in this situation. He might react poorly, especially given how he felt in this moment. “How many of the other El’aras feel like you do about the sorcerers?”

      “Does it matter?” Theren said.

      Gavin didn’t have the feeling from Anna that she felt the same way as Theren, though maybe she wouldn’t have shared that with him. She had tried to bring Gavin into the El’aras again, which was what she’d wanted to do ever since she’d first met him. She had explained that he could be a part of them, that she and others could teach him more. After the attack in the forest, Gavin couldn’t help but wonder how many El’aras were like Anna, and how many were like Theren. Maybe it was more splintered than he guessed.

      “We should go back and check on Imogen,” Gavin said.

      He turned and walked along one of the nearest streets leading back into the slums, staying away from the others. Theren followed him, a reluctant expression on his face, and then passed him by.

      “Don’t get too far ahead,” Gavin said.

      “Are you afraid you will lose track of me?” Theren chuckled. “You don’t have to worry about that, Chain Breaker.”

      Gavin shot him a look. “Just—”

      He stopped at the sight of three children lying in the street and ran up to them.

      “What’s going on?” he asked.

      “Are you him?” one of the boys said in a tenuous voice. His face was dirty, and a large bruise covered one of his cheeks. He coughed, a bubble of blood coming to his lips.

      “Am I who?”

      “We asked for a healer to come. Are you him?”

      Gavin shook his head. “I’m afraid not. If you need a healer, I can help you find one.”

      “I—” The boy cut off as he looked over his shoulder, glancing behind him. Gavin turned to see a sorcerer dressed in the dark maroon robes of the Society making his way along the street. There was a circular sigil around his neck, the mark of the healing guild within the Society.

      Gavin nodded to Theren. “Come along.”

      “You’re just going to leave them to him?” Theren asked.

      “He’s from the healing guild. You don’t have to do anything with him.”

      “What makes you think I want to?”

      Gavin shoved him forward, and Theren growled. Gavin worried he wasn’t going to leave, but Theren followed. They neared the end of a small section of the road where the slums shifted, and another section opened up.

      He looked back with concern for the boys and watched from afar. The sorcerer crouched down. He said something to the children, then stood, wiping his hands on his pants.

      “You see that, don’t you?” Theren asked.

      “It’s nothing,” Gavin said.

      Theren grunted. “You see what he’s doing. Or should I say, what he’s not doing. He won’t even help those boys in need.”

      “Maybe there’s nothing he can offer.”

      “Do you really believe that? You’ve seen one side of the Society. You’ve not seen what we have.”

      “I’ve seen the darkness within it,” Gavin said. “Not all sorcerers are the way you see them.”

      “Are you there, boy?” Gaspar’s voice crackled, barely drifting through the enchantment, but Gavin still felt a wave of relief at hearing his voice.

      “I’m here,” he said. “I’m looking for any evidence of the hyadan or Ruhid, but I haven’t seen anything yet.”

      “We can deal with that later. I need you to get back here. Imogen is awake.”

      Relief swept through Gavin. “I’ll be right there.” He turned to Theren. “Come on.”

      He shrugged. “You know, I might stay.”

      “You shouldn’t stay here.”

      “Why? Do you think I’m going to do something foolish?” Theren flashed a grin. “Come on, Chain Breaker. I’m just going to explore the city a little bit more. Why shouldn’t I do that?”

      Gavin looked at him with suspicion burning in his eyes. Then he glanced back at the boys, watching them for a moment.

      “Let me know if you need any help getting around the city,” he said.

      Theren grinned again. “I think I know my way around cities. I have been to other places before. Besides, there are no trees here, so it should be easier for me to get around.” He laughed. “Go on, Chain Breaker. Get back to the underground.”

      Gavin wanted to argue with him, but he did need to get back. He wanted to talk to Imogen, and he needed to find those hyadan stones, to ensure that somebody else didn’t get ahold of them and use them.

      Theren slipped past him and walked away. Gavin watched for a little while before looping back, heading toward the main section of the slums where he’d come through.

      As he worked his way back, a strange sound caught his attention.

      A sense of pressure built, some sort of energy. Gavin hesitated for a moment, feeling that energy, but he ignored it and continued on. He reached an intersection and stopped.

      Theren’s back was to him, and he stood with sword unsheathed, a sorcerer lying on the ground in front of him. Theren stabbed his blade into the sorcerer’s chest, then swept it in a quick arc, cleaving the sorcerer’s head off. When he was done, he wiped the blade on the sorcerer’s robe and continued off down the street, moving away from where Gavin stood frozen.

      He had traveled with Theren for days now, and the sudden shift was jarring. He’d gone from jovial and joking to this violence. Gavin understood that Theren had lost his family and his home to sorcerers, but this was something different. Something much worse.

      Was that what it was like for other El’aras?

      For the first time, a real doubt about Theren crept into Gavin’s mind, beyond the suspicion he had. What if he was working with the others? And if he was, they needed to know.

      “Gavin,” Gaspar said, voice drifting through the enchantment. It was muffled, as if it had a hard time reaching him.

      “I’m coming.”

      First, he needed to try to get ahold of Anna again. He had questions for her. He tapped on the enchantment and whispered her name, but there was only silence. Gavin waited, hoping she might answer. When she didn’t, he tried again.

      She had given him the enchantment to reach her, and he didn’t know whether proximity made a difference, but he would’ve expected that Anna would have enough power to ensure that he could reach her across the distance. He decided to try something different.

      He reached into his pocket, fumbling for the other enchantment she had given him—a marker that allowed him to summon her. He pushed a bit of his core reserves into it, letting that energy flow outward, but there was again no response after he waited. If she detected that summons, maybe she would come for him… but maybe she wouldn’t be able to reach them.

      Troubled thoughts stayed with Gavin as he made his way back through the slums. He found the opening they’d come through before and headed in. He moved through the tunnels, hurrying as quickly as he could to get back, but also not wanting to run. He wasn’t sure if there was anything to be concerned about, but he couldn’t help it. Having seen Theren kill that sorcerer put Gavin on edge.

      As he reached the main part of the tunnel, he saw Theren. He was lingering in the main cavern, and he grinned at Gavin as he approached.

      How had he gotten back ahead of him? Either Theren had another way of getting down here, having explored the city while Gavin was facing the hyadan, or he had some El’aras technique.

      Regardless, Gavin needed to talk to the others, to tell them what he had observed Theren doing so they could decide how concerned to be about it. The fact that they had somebody with them so willing to attack and slaughter sorcerers could destabilize what was already a dangerous situation. They didn’t need to add even more to what was happening.

      But maybe the others with Imogen might want that. There were certainly people who worked with her, or had worked with her, that felt the way Theren did about the sorcerers and the Society.

      Gavin glanced at Theren for one long moment before taking a deep breath and turning away.

      He would neutralize Theren if it came down to it.

      Gavin just hoped it would not.
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      Gavin found Gaspar crouching down next to Imogen. Her eyes were open, and there was a glazed look to them. She was breathing regularly, and though he saw some dried blood on the side of her head, it didn’t appear to be actively bleeding any longer.

      “Did she say anything?” he asked.

      Gaspar looked up at him, shaking his head. “Nothing of use. She hasn’t really been able to talk.”

      “We need to know whether Ruhid said anything to her before he attacked.”

      “I doubt it,” Gaspar said, “considering Matrin and the others found his body.”

      Gavin tensed. “Where?”

      “Down one of the halls. He might even have been attacked by the hyadan.”

      Could he have been targeted by the very creatures he had thought to release? It was a cruel sort of irony, but Gavin didn’t have it in him to feel bad for Ruhid.

      “Did they find the keystone?” he asked.

      “No,” Gaspar said.

      Imogen suddenly sat up, and she opened her mouth as if she was trying to talk to them, but then it clamped shut. She lay back down, staring straight ahead.

      “Are you sure this is just an injury?” Gavin asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      He gestured to Imogen’s body. “This. Whatever happened to her. It doesn’t look like any simple injury that I’ve seen before.” He leaned down, and though he wasn’t a healer, he had worked with Tristan often enough that he understood the basics. He checked her pulse, listened to her breathing, and examined her eyes again. There was nothing he could tell. “It looks almost like an enchantment did this.”

      “Maybe it did,” Gaspar said. “We just have to wait for it to wear off.”

      Gavin clenched his jaw, suppressing frustration. He looked over to Gaspar, and then to Imogen. “You need to know about something.”

      He went on to tell him about his experience with Theren, and his growing suspicion.

      A strange surge filled him, something that suggested magic used nearby, and Gavin turned to see Theren sitting alone, watching him from the far side of the room.

      Gavin stiffened. He hadn’t seen Theren enter.

      Every so often, he looked at Theren, worried that maybe he was paying attention to him. What if Theren had some way of listening? He was El’aras, and he would have to have skill that Gavin didn’t, including heightened hearing.

      If that were the case, how could the two of them keep talking in private?

      “We have to keep an eye on him,” Gaspar said. “I’ve watched the two of you fight, and you might be the only one who can take care of him if it comes down to it.”

      “I’m aware of that. I’m hoping it doesn’t become necessary. I’m hoping I’m wrong.”

      Gaspar held his gaze. “Do you think you are?”

      Gavin sighed and thought back to everything he had seen. Had he been asked that question when they had been traveling to Loruv, he would’ve said he was wrong. How could he have believed that Theren was capable of any of this? He had been a pleasant addition to the journey. All of that had changed, though.

      “No,” he said.

      “Then we need to be ready. I can talk to Matrin and the others of the Twelve, and maybe we can see if they can help. They trained under Imogen, after all.”

      Gavin nodded. “It might be necessary.”

      He twisted, making sure he could see Theren out of the corner of his eye. He didn’t want to watch him directly, but he also didn’t want to let him get out of sight.

      “We might need to move these people out of here,” Gavin said.

      Gaspar flicked his gaze up, and Gavin turned to see Matrin approaching.

      “I doubt they will be willing,” Gaspar said.

      “Even if it means their safety?”

      “Even if.”

      “What is it?” Matrin asked.

      When Gavin suggested moving the people out until he knew whether they were in any danger, Matrin shook his head.

      “We tried that once before,” he explained. “It did not work well for us. We were in a different part of the city—our part. There was a time when we recognized the dangers of the Society, and we moved into the temple for safety. When the Society began to push, we found our way down here, down to the place where the Society could not harm us.”

      “It would be safer outside the temple,” Gavin said.

      “Safer for who?” Matrin asked.

      If the Society was actually working with the people in the city, and if they were actually trying to help, it would be safer for them to have stayed there.

      Gavin sighed. “I suppose it doesn’t matter.”

      “It does,” Matrin said. “You don’t know what it’s like to deal with sorcerers.”

      “I think you’d be surprised at what I know,” Gavin said, occasionally checking to see that Theren stayed within view. “I’ve dealt with plenty of terrible magic users over the years, those who think they can use their power to control and rule. I’ve also dealt with some who think that what they’re doing is on behalf of the people they’re serving. Sometimes they are misguided, but sometimes they are just foolish.”

      “Watch it,” Gaspar warned.

      “And I’ve met others.” Gavin shook his head as he thought of Char, the healer he had met in Nelar. “Sorcerers who wanted nothing more than to help. Those who believed they were fulfilling some noble cause, who thought that by learning magic, they were serving the people.”

      “That isn’t our experience with the Society,” Matrin said.

      “I’m sure it’s not,” Gavin said. “I’ve also met those who are simply powerful, who feel as if they have every right to rule as sorcerers.”

      He stared at Matrin, wishing he had an answer as to what his ability, and Imogen’s, was. It wasn’t sorcery, but it was powerful enough that they didn’t have to fear sorcery. That suggested considerable strength.

      “What are you getting at?” Gaspar said.

      “Power often corrupts.”

      “You like to think of yourself as powerful.” Gaspar settled his hands on the table. He leaned slightly forward, watching Gavin. “Do you think power has corrupted you?”

      “It most definitely has,” Gavin said, then breathed out a slow sigh.

      It was a terrible thing to acknowledge, but Gaspar was right. Gavin didn’t feel as if the rules applied to him. He had operated outside the law for the entire time Tristan had trained him, which had corrupted things for him.

      Perhaps it had even corrupted who he was. He tried to think otherwise, but how could he believe anything other than that?

      He was changed because of who he had been and what he had learned.

      “Why do you think that?” Gaspar asked.

      “Because I know I don’t have to follow the same rules as others.”

      Gaspar grunted. “You think you can do whatever you want.”

      “Yes,” Gavin said. “And that’s exactly my point. What makes me any different than sorcerers who want to rule? What makes the Twelve different than the Society they seek to overthrow?” He swept his gaze around the room, then turned to Matrin. “If you were to take over rule in the city, how would you change things?”

      “We would ensure that everybody had enough,” he said.

      “That’s what you tell yourself.” Gavin looked over to where Imogen lay motionless. “But given what I have seen, and what Imogen has seen, I would suggest that she would say otherwise.”

      She hadn’t moved since she had fallen back. It wasn’t the first time Gavin wished he had a greater understanding of the healing arts. Tristan had not so much kept them from him, but Gavin had been so busy that he hadn’t had the opportunity to fully master it. Each time he came across a situation where he wished he could do more, he felt that regret. Felt that sense of helplessness.

      It was not a feeling Gavin was accustomed to, and it was certainly not one he cared for.

      Worse, he knew that if he had mastered his El’aras magic, he might not even have to feel this way. If he could control it, and the core reserves within him, it was possible that he could use that to help Imogen and anyone else who was injured.

      Gavin sighed. “Just be—”

      He jumped to his feet when he realized that Theren was missing. “Dammit,” he muttered.

      “You can go,” Gaspar said. “You don’t need my permission.”

      “And I wasn’t asking for it,” Gavin said. “But Theren is gone.”

      The El’aras had taken the opportunity to sneak away, but to where?

      He swept his gaze around until he saw the door at the far end of the room.

      “Dammit,” he muttered again.

      “You keep saying that,” Gaspar said, “but it doesn’t change anything.”

      “I need to go after him before he takes the hyadan stones.”

      “He takes the what?” Matrin asked.

      “The stones. He’s an El’aras, but I have a feeling he’s here for a very different reason.” Gavin glanced to Gaspar, then turned his attention back to Matrin. “I am afraid I know who has the keystone. Worse, I have a feeling I know what he is going to do. He doesn’t care much for the sorcerers either.”

      Gavin could practically see the debate warring in Matrin through the expressions on his face. Knowing what he did about the man, how he wanted to defeat the Sorcerer’s Society, why wouldn’t they want the El’aras involved? But at the same time, doing so was only going to create a different sort of problem.

      Especially with the way it seemed Theren was willing to act.

      Gavin headed toward the door toward the hyadan stones.

      “You won’t be able to open that,” Matrin said.

      Gavin found the door locked. He held his hand out and began to probe, focusing on his core reserves. The energy came up slowly, and he pushed out through his hand and into the lock. Gradually, he began to feel a magical resistance against him.

      For all the talk from Matrin about not wanting to use magic or to release the hyadan, having a magical presence over the door suggested otherwise. Then again, there was the fact that Imogen had access to magic. She had to, considering the way she was able to defend herself against sorcerers.

      Gavin continued to channel power into the lock. He had to find some way to trigger the door, not destroy it. He didn’t need to be the Door Breaker at this point. It was a matter of control.

      He focused on his breathing, on the earliest aspects of his training, and thought about the way Tristan had wanted him to concentrate on how to harness power. When he had first begun learning how to fight, Tristan had taught him about clearing his mind.

      He had to avoid any distractions.

      That was not something Anna had instructed, but maybe Gavin needed to get back to his basics. As he cleared his mind, ignoring everything else around him, he started to push outward, letting that energy begin to seep out from his hands as he probed into the lock. He could practically feel the power holding him back.

      It was a strange construct, a trace of magic that blocked his entry. But even stranger was the fact that Gavin could feel how he could slide past that.

      He reached in, not with his hand, not with a knife or a weapon, but with his control over magic. It was a part of him. As he focused on this, as he felt that power and energy, Gavin could feel the way it flowed from him, and the way it pressed into the lock.

      It became almost a physical manifestation. A faint trace of blue energy began to flow out of his fingers, into the lock, and it swirled as he looped it around and toward that magical barricade that prevented them from going any further.

      Gavin withdrew it, and it came out slowly. There were times when he tried to deny his true heritage. Tristan had trained him to be a fighter. To have not affiliation. The more he learned about what he could do, and about himself, the more he realized he was a part of something else.

      El’aras.

      Even knowing that, Gavin didn’t even feel he could consider himself one of them. He felt connected to power and magic, but that was it. Anna had tried to bring him closer, but he didn’t know how he felt about that yet.

      He tried again and pushed even more power into the lock, then felt a click.

      A seal broke, and Gavin pushed open the door.

      When he stepped inside, a faint chill washed over his skin, leaving it tingling. He closed the door behind him and pressed his hand up against it, and he felt it seal off again. This time, Gavin was far more controlled, almost as if he were pushing the power back into the door, the way he had pulled it out.

      The proximity to the door, and what he had done, made it so that Gavin thought he understood what was happening, even if he didn’t know if he could recreate it on his own. Having felt it was different than being able to create it.

      He started down the hallway. This had been an old temple, and though Gavin knew nothing about the religion, his gaze lingered on the stone and the symbols that were etched into it. He thought of enchantments, but these probably were not. He hurried forward, wanting to chase Theren before he managed to escape. So far, Theren had moved too quickly and had been one step ahead of him.

      But why had he not simply come here in the first place?

      Was it because of Gavin?

      That was something he could take advantage of.

      He reached the room at the end of the hall that housed the hyadan stones and held his hand up against the door. Gavin cleared his mind the same way he had before, tried to become one with the core reserves within himself. When he did, he could feel a faint trace of power that began to fill him, energy flowing outward and into the door.

      There was something physically there, the same as it had been on the other door. Gavin looped a bit of power around it and pulled, drawing that energy off. When he did, he felt a separation, not quite a tear but definitely something physical. And it pulled within him.

      The door came open with a click.

      The room looked a little different than it had before, but that was only because he was not alone. Theren stood in the middle of the room, stooping over one of the bins, and turned to face him as soon as he entered. There was a dark smile on his face, and a hint of something else that glittered. Anticipation?

      Certainly not fear.

      He grinned. “The Chain Breaker. I had not expected you to have such control.”

      With that, he whipped his sword up.

      Gavin immediately began to reach for his core reserves. He hoped he had enough remaining if it came down to using them, but even if he didn’t, maybe he could control the power of the ring.

      He used a mixture of fighting and magic, and he jumped back, twisting his hands in a pattern, then tried to grab for Theren’s arm. He pushed out power from within him, which exploded into Theren, tossing him across the room.

      Theren quickly got to his feet, scooped up a handful of the hyadan stones, and shoved them into his pocket. He spun toward Gavin, sweeping his blade around in a rapid arc.

      “You know, I really had hoped we would have a chance to spar for real.” He grinned. “You do know I was holding back when I fought you the last time.”

      Gavin felt a moment of doubt. When he had faced Theren before, he’d struggled more than he wanted to admit. At the same time, he hadn’t used the core reserves within him when they had sparred, not embraced the power he possessed. He’d fought Theren without magic, but Theren had fought him with his magic.

      Gavin grinned back. “You wanted to challenge yourself against the Chain Breaker.”

      “No, I wanted to know if I could beat you.”

      “Why are you doing this?”

      Theren forced the sword toward Gavin, who reacted by darting to the side, reaching for his arm, and trying to grab it again. He missed. Theren was fast.

      “I told you that my people were from the mountains,” Theren said. “Like Imogen. Unfortunately, I didn’t have the same way of tracking the hyadan as your friend did, but I kept my ears open. And thankfully, I remained curious, always preparing. And that curiosity brought me to Yoran, and to you.” He flashed another smile, but this looked more like a sneer. “I wasn’t able to get to the keystone in time, but your little journey offered me another opportunity.”

      “And you would destroy the El’aras in the process?”

      “I did not destroy the peace. That was on her. And that was on that sorcerer friend of yours.”

      “Cyran is not part of this,” Gavin said.

      “He wasn’t part of this, per se, but when I realized that my kind is willing to bargain with the sorcerers…”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Why do you think he was getting moved in the first place?” Theren said.

      Gavin frowned. “I don’t really know.”

      He hadn’t given a whole lot of thought to why Cyran had been moved, only that he was. Maybe he should’ve considered the reason behind it more than he had. The El’aras had wanted him for a reason, and as far as Gavin knew, it had only been because of the attack on Anna.

      What if there was another reason? What if they had wanted him for his sorcery, or because of his connection to other sorcerers?

      “She didn’t tell you?” Theren chuckled. “Of course she would not. She wanted to keep it to herself. The great Risen Shard.” He swept his blade toward Gavin.

      Gavin twisted out of the way, striking toward his arm again. He was trying to chop his hand down on Theren’s forearm, to knock the sword out, but he wasn’t fast enough. Theren whipped around, and the blade barely missed Gavin’s head.

      “She had to bargain with the sorcerers,” Theren said.

      Gavin scowled. “She wouldn’t have.”

      He didn’t know enough about Anna, but Gavin suspected she would not have done that. There were many things she might have done, but releasing Cyran to the sorcerers didn’t strike Gavin as one of them. She had feared what Cyran might do, feared what he might have been involved in. And for good reason. She had been subjected to the plot he had devised to capture her. When Cyran had attacked Anna, he had almost succeeded in killing her. If he had, Gavin wondered what might have happened. He still didn’t fully understand the intricacies of the title of the Risen Shard, only that it had some meaning.

      Could he have triggered the El’aras to attack once again?

      It was possible. Probable, even.

      Theren scoffed. “You can ask her for yourself. Or maybe not.” He surged forward and swung his sword toward Gavin. It was almost too quick to follow.

      “All of this is about destroying the sorcerers?”

      “This outpost is one of the strongest in the Society.” Theren chuckled. “Consider this a test. If the keystone works as I believe it does, then the test can expand.”

      “You won’t be able to control it. It takes a dark sorcerer to do that.”

      He sneered at Gavin. “Do you think I’m so unprepared?”

      “You would use a sorcerer to destroy them?”

      “I will use whatever it takes to accomplish my goals.”

      Theren wasn’t working alone, and if he was after the hyadan, Gavin knew exactly who he had been working with.

      The Toral.

      That was who Theren counted on to control the hyadan.

      “You can’t trust any Toral,” Gavin said.

      “Says the man who has worked with them.” Theren flashed another dark smile. “Do not worry. All of this will be over soon. Then I will unite my families.”

      Just how much danger was Anna in? The El’aras who guarded her were with her because she had wanted to stay in Yoran and teach Gavin. All of this was tied to him.

      The only one that Gavin doubted was involved in it was Thomas.

      The others…

      He didn’t know enough about them. Anna had said they were all volunteers, that they had needed to be with her as she was leaving the El’aras forest to go to lands they’d forsaken years ago.

      “What do you think to accomplish?” Gavin said.

      He needed to buy time to prepare his attack. He figured he had a few shots—not many, but the moment he took it, he had to be ready to stop Theren. And that might involve stopping him definitively. He hoped Anna would understand if it came down to that.

      “We will reclaim our lands,” Theren said.

      “You abandoned your lands,” Gavin said.

      “We abandoned them because of sorcerers. And we did not choose it. We will not choose to go now either.”

      With that, he whipped his blade in a series of sharp movements. It was a pattern Gavin didn’t know, and it was one that seemed to be borrowed from several different fighting styles.

      He really was a master sword fighter. Of course, given how old Gavin started to suspect he was, he would’ve known what it was like to live in El’aras lands before the sorcerers had pushed them out. Which meant he was possibly hundreds of years old. He would have trained an impossibly long time.

      Gavin could only react. It had been a long time since he’d fought somebody with as much skill as Theren demonstrated.

      He called on his core reserves and pushed out, fighting through one motion after another, twisting through the forms and trying to dance off to the side. If he could get ahold of Theren’s arm, he might be able to switch to a different fighting style where he had the advantage.

      He didn’t need to overpower him with sword-fighting skills. Gavin wasn’t entirely sure if that would even be possible. He wasn’t as adept with a sword, so he doubted his skill would be enough for that. Where he could handle him would be through grappling, but only if he could take Theren’s sword away.

      Gavin’s core reserves were an element that Theren would not know much about. He had another advantage too: the ring.

      He didn’t have a weapon. But he didn’t need a weapon.

      Gavin was the Chain Breaker.

      Theren twisted, flicking the blade quickly. Each time he stabbed with the sword, Gavin managed to stay away by ducking away, but he had to find different ways to react each time. Theren was too skilled.

      Finally, the El’aras warrior paused.

      Gavin tried to push ahead, but a magical barrier seemed to prevent him from getting too close. He darted forward, attempting to break through the barrier Theren had placed around himself.

      Theren smiled at him. “You could have been a real challenger.”

      With that, he brought his sword up, then down with a quick slice. A surge of blue light exploded out from the blade, and it slammed into Gavin, tossing him back into one of the bins of hyadan stones.

      Theren started toward him, but Gavin held out his hand, cupping the ring and forming power around him. It was the only thing he thought he could do, even though he didn’t have any control over it. Theren brought his sword down, and sparks crackled where he slammed into the barrier Gavin had formed—a skill Anna had taught him.

      “Interesting. Maybe you learned more than I realized. She’d called you a failure.”

      “I doubt it,” Gavin said, getting to his feet.

      He moved toward Theren, but the other man flicked the blade again, and a blue power exploded from it once more, throwing Gavin back.

      Gavin scrambled to his feet and turned back toward the doorway, but Theren was gone.
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      Gavin stormed back out to the main cavern. He made a point of closing each of the doors, but he had no idea whether it would even matter. How many of the hyadan stones had Theren taken?

      Too many.

      With the keystone, he could use them. And with a Toral working with him, he might even have the necessary strength to control them and direct them. If he guided them through the city, not only could he destroy the sorcerers, but he might even get the people of Loruv to side with him.

      But it would be the wrong side.

      He found Gaspar in the hall. He couldn’t do this alone.

      “We need to get out into the city,” Gavin said.

      Gaspar looked up at him. “What happened?”

      “Theren stole the hyadan stones, and he has the keystone.”

      Matrin jumped to his feet and looked toward the door. “You should not have been able to get back there.”

      “Theren is El’aras,” Gavin said. “And I don’t know if you know this or not, but they have their own sort of magic.”

      “You mean we have our own sort of magic,” Gaspar said.

      “Fine. I have my own sort of magic along with Theren, and I followed him back into the hall and saw him grabbing the stones. Is that what you wanted to hear?”

      “I want you to acknowledge who and what you are,” Gaspar said. “I know you have been struggling to reach your power the way you want, and I’m just trying to get you to accept who you are so that you can do this. We’re going to need that person in order for us to succeed.”

      “And what about you?” There wasn’t the time for this argument, but Gaspar needled him and Gavin snapped.

      “What about me?” Gaspar asked.

      “What about you accepting why you left Yoran in the first place?”

      “Now’s not the time, boy.”

      “There’s never time. Just say it.”

      Gaspar’s irritation faded. “I had come here because of Desiree.” He said it softly. “The enchanters had to hide. They couldn’t be a part of the city, and if I’d stayed… the constables knew me. They would have found her. Others. At the time, I was sure of it.”

      Gavin knew so little about Gaspar. And this was someone who had increasingly become a friend. “I didn’t know,” he said.

      “None of that matters, boy,” he whispered.

      Gavin wasn’t going to argue with Gaspar about this, and certainly not at this time. If Gaspar wanted to share, Gavin would wait for him to be ready. “You chased the woman you loved, and then you found—"

      Gaspar glared at him. “I would be careful with what you say, boy.”

      “All I was going to say was that you left, then found Imogen. And now the reason she left the city is loose.”

      Gaspar glowered. “We need to get that damn keystone and stop him from freeing the hyadan.”

      “I think it’s more than just that. He’s got a Toral working with him. With that kind of power, it’s entirely possible he might be able to make more of these stones.”

      Gaspar groaned. “No.”

      “I’m afraid so. And he might be targeting this city now, but he has made his feelings on magic quite clear. He will continue to use the hyadan, and the keystone, to replicate the stones and that power, and eventually—”

      “He will come for the enchanters,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin nodded.

      “We can secure the rest,” Matrin said. “He won’t get any of the other stones.”

      “He already has enough, and he has the keystone,” Gavin said. It might not even matter at this point if he had other hyadan stones. The simple facts that he had the keystone and was working with the Toral might be enough for him to do everything he planned to do.

      “We need to stop him before he slaughters the entire city. I’m going after him,” Gavin said.

      Matrin shook his head. “You can’t just go out there and face the hyadan.”

      Gavin cocked his eyebrow. “I can’t?”

      “They are nearly impossible to kill.”

      “Nearly impossible, but I know they can be killed.” He flicked his gaze to the door in the back. “Much like I know you should have destroyed the stones.”

      “We should have,” he agreed. “We have been trying to protect our people. There were some of us who thought maybe we needed the hyadan to do that, but…” He sighed. “Maybe you are right. All this is a mistake. We should have destroyed them long ago.”

      “Now we don’t have much of a choice,” Gavin said, turning to Gaspar. “I’m going after Theren. And if they’re attracted to magic, I at least know how to call the hyadan.”

      “You intend to call the hyadan to you?” Matrin asked.

      “It’s more that I intend to chase Theren. He’s afraid of me. That’s the reason he didn’t take action sooner.”

      “Don’t get too ahead of yourself, boy,” Gaspar said.

      “Think about it. I have this ring, and he’s been watching me, trying to gauge what I can do.”

      “What can you do?” Gaspar asked. “You have said it yourself. You haven’t gained the control you need to use your own powers, let alone that ring.”

      “I know, but if I can—”

      “Then find a way,” Gaspar said.

      “We have to get the keystone, and then we have to get to somebody who can destroy it before he has a chance to take it back from us.”

      And there was another problem. Not only did he need to draw the hyadan to him, but he had to protect whatever he could of the sorcerers who might be targeted.

      Knowing what he did of Theren now, and how he felt about the sorcerers, he suspected that Theren would use all of his power to go after the sorcerers, and likely unleash the hyadan quickly.

      “Imogen still needs help. She hasn’t come around, and I don’t know that we should leave her here,” Gaspar said.

      “You can stay with her,” Gavin said.

      “I am not leaving you to do this on your own. I have enchantments, and I can help you.”

      “We can help too,” Matrin said.

      Maybe that was what Gavin needed. Imogen had trained them, and they had already fought the hyadan before.

      “Will the rest of the Twelve help?” Gavin asked.

      “We faced the hyadan for years. That is what we trained to do. That, along with stopping dark sorcery.”

      “Then you can do this now.”

      “The last time we went against them, we had somebody to lead us,” Matrin said. “We had the First of the Blade.”

      For them to do this, they were going to need Imogen to reclaim her place. They were going to need her to come back around. And they were going to need to reclaim the keystone.

      “Gather your people,” he said to Matrin.

      “I have done so, but I don’t know if they will answer the summons.”

      “They will answer,” Imogen said, striding down the hallway toward him. She was unsteady, and walked with a bit of limp. Gavin suspected she would still be deadly.

      She had on her black cloak with the hood down, and her black hair pooled past her shoulders. Irritation surged in her eyes, and Gavin couldn’t tell whether she was angry with him or thankful he was here.

      Figures moved behind Gavin, and he noticed that others were coming toward them. He didn’t know if they were really the Twelve, but he suspected they were. All of them were dressed in the black cloaks of the Twelve of the Leier, and all of them were armed with the thin blades he had come to associate with Imogen.

      She took a deep breath and turned to Gavin. “What about you?”

      “I came because I wanted to help,” he said. “These days, I sort of take the jobs I think need to be taken.”

      “And this one?”

      Gavin held Imogen’s gaze. “This is another job that needs to be done. Even if I understand the reason he felt like he needed to act.” Gavin could understand what motivated Matrin. Fear. Which was why he’d kept the stones. He said as much.

      “We weren’t afraid,” Matrin said.

      “I understand fear, thinking that you can’t do anything. And I understand making a mistake by following the wrong person. That is what you did. It is time for you to make amends, to follow Imogen once again.” He turned back to her, waiting to see how she might react. “They need a leader. They need the First of the Blade.”

      “I thought I gave up that title long ago,” Imogen said.

      “You gave it up because the job was done,” Gavin said, thinking he was finally starting to understand Imogen in a way he had wanted to ever since meeting her. “You gave it up because you thought you were not needed anymore. And for a long time, you were not.”

      She stiffened. “I was not.”

      “Now you are. They need the First of the Blade. They need you again,” he said with a nod.

      She turned in place. “If we do this, then we destroy them. We destroy the keystone. I cannot do it myself, though.”

      “I agree,” Gavin said. “If I can’t do it, then I think I have someone who will. Your quest will be complete.”

      Imogen took a deep breath, letting it out slowly, and turned to look at the others.

      “I, Imogen Inaratha, First of the Blade, Bonded of the Leier, call the Twelve to action.”

      As she said it, he realized that some part of Imogen had changed with the words. It wasn’t anything like magical power. It was her posture. She had never been fearful by any means, but there was a confidence to her, in the way her back straightened, in the hardness in her eyes that she had not had before.

      The others seem to recognize it as well. He could feel the way they came toward her, the way they regarded her expression, as if she dared them to challenge her.

      She had taught them, trained them, and then some of them had let her down.

      Now Imogen was going to act.

      The true Imogen.

      Gavin had seen her fight, but he wondered if some part of her had been held back all this time.

      Stopping Theren wouldn’t be enough. They were going to have to destroy the hyadan, to complete Imogen’s bond quest from all those years ago. It was one she had taken herself, had left her homeland to do. She had come to Loruv and established herself, and that had allowed her to grow and become the fearsome fighter she had. It was a quest she had believed was completed, and there was some part of her that had changed when she learned it was not.

      But now…

      Now he saw something different. Determination. And he was going to be a part of helping stop this for her.

      “Let’s get moving,” Gavin said.

      He reached for his dagger, and his hand brushed his pocket.

      Gavin felt the strange enchantment he had taken off the girl he had caught in Yoran. He’d forgotten about this. Had it always been vibrating? He hadn’t been aware of it before.

      “What is this thing doing?” he asked.

      Imogen eyed the enchantment. “Where did you get that?”

      “There was a girl in Yoran.”

      Gavin described what happened in the city. He had thought he had already shared his encounter with the girl with Imogen and Gaspar, but perhaps he had not. They’d been so busy making preparations to leave that he hadn’t realized that he had forgotten to share it with them.

      Imogen continued to study him, frowning at him. “She should not have been there,” she whispered. “Had they sent her for me—or the keystone?”

      “You know her?”

      “There aren’t many I would have come back for. She’s one.” She squeezed her eyes shut tightly. “Her parents were lost shortly after I came to Loruv. We took her in. I trained her some.” She breathed out slowly. “She was the one I most hated leaving.”

      “More than Ruhid?”

      “That was never going to work,” she said. “My people would never permit it.”

      There was more to her reason for leaving him, Gavin could tell, but decided not to push it with her. “She had enchantments.” Gavin watched her as he said it.

      “I told you that I tried to help,” Matrin said. “I gave you a warning.”

      “What do you mean?” Imogen demanded.

      “Amitha was to find you,” he explained. “She was to find the keystone, or failing that, give you a way of tracking it. I thought you would want it.”

      “I never lost mine,” she said. She pulled out her own enchantment, squeezing it. “And now I will find him. And we will destroy it.”

      “Are you sure about this?” Gaspar whispered.

      Imogen nodded. “It must be done.”

      No one said anything. Everyone around Gavin seemed to have gone silent, as if a great weight had fallen upon the gathered Leier here. One by one, the Twelve began to unsheathe their swords, and they set them point-down on the ground as they bowed to Imogen.

      “I again pledge my blade,” they each said in turn.

      Finally, Matrin was the only one remaining who had not yet committed. When he turned to the others, he looked at Imogen and unsheathed his sword, then bowed his head to her. “I again pledge my blade.”

      Imogen regarded him and tipped her head ever so slightly, but kept her eyes on him. She unsheathed her blade in a flourish, and with the flat of it, she placed it on each person’s shoulders. Matrin’s head bowed even further.

      Gavin could only watch. There seemed to be something important in the way she reacted. What would she expect of them?

      What would she expect of him?

      “What now?” Imogen asked.

      Gavin chuckled. “I have a plan. It’s going to be dangerous, probably difficult. And to be honest, I don’t know if it will even work.”

      Gaspar grunted. “You know how to win over a crowd.”

      “Let us begin,” Imogen said, sweeping her gaze over the others.

      Gavin looked around him. There were not nearly enough people for what he knew needed to be done. He had fought against the El’aras, and he knew their speed and the threat they posed. He had also faced the hyadan, knowing the dangers of those dark creatures as well. It would be more than what he thought they could withstand.

      Imogen didn’t seem bothered by that.

      “It involves doing something that I think you are going to find distasteful,” Gavin said.

      “Why would I find it distasteful?” she asked.

      “Because it involves protecting the sorcerers.”

      She frowned at him, then looked at the others with her. “It’s not me you have to worry about.”

      “I already warned them about what we might need to do,” Gavin said. “At least, I warned Matrin.” He turned to the man, and he still had his sword unsheathed, waiting. He must’ve taken the pledging of his blade quite literally.

      “What exactly do you intend?” Imogen asked.

      Gavin shared his plan with her. “I’m going to need my team,” he said.

      He looked at Gaspar, then Imogen, and wished he had Wrenlow. Coming without Wrenlow left him feeling uneasy in a way he hadn’t expected. There were limits to the enchantment that limited speaking to him.

      On their journey, Gavin had thought he could bring somebody else and incorporate them into his team, and had allowed himself to get caught up in the idea that Theren might be more like himself than any of the others. But he had neglected the fact that he didn’t necessarily know Theren. The rest of his team was comprised of those he had come to know, connections that had formed naturally over time, where trust had been built. It was a mistake to trust anybody but those he’d worked with before.

      “You have your team,” Imogen said.

      Gaspar nodded. “Of course you have it, boy.”

      “Good,” Gavin said. “Now, I’m going to need you to lead me to where I can find most of the sorcerers.”

      “It doesn’t sound much like a plan as it does a suicide mission.”

      “You’ve worked with me before,” Gavin said. “You do recognize that my plans tend to be something like that.”

      Gaspar grunted. “I suppose they do. That doesn’t mean I have to like it, though.”

      “No, you don’t have to like it, but at least come with me. You are my team, after all.”

      Gaspar shot him a look he couldn’t read. “Maybe after this we won’t be.”

      Gavin just chuckled. “I think you’d miss it.”

      “I think it’s time for you to stop talking. The more you say, the more I question my judgment in letting you come with me.”

      Gavin snorted. “I didn’t come with you. I came for Imogen. And now…”

      He knew what he was going to have to do. He didn’t know if he had the necessary control, and as he twisted his ring, trying to focus on that power, he couldn’t feel enough within him to do so.

      “I know, boy.”
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      The central part of the city the sorcerers occupied, where Gavin now found himself, was far nicer than the slums he’d visited before. Some of the towering structures were built of gleaming pale stone, while others looked to be made out of wood painted in light blues that reflected off the glowing lanterns. Moonlight shone down, casting a hint of light over the street, giving off something that seemed almost supernatural. Gavin couldn’t help but feel a sense of awe here.

      He knew it was artificial, and that it was exactly the way the sorcerers wanted someone to feel when coming through their section of Loruv. Over the years, he had traveled through enough places controlled by sorcerers to know that they had power over things like that, which they could use to influence others. That was what he saw now.

      Distantly, he could almost believe that he felt sorcery blooming. It could be in any one of the massive homes lining the street, several over from the one he walked along. Those buildings looked larger than any in Yoran, even larger than the Captain’s fortress that Gavin had always felt was so impressive. His El’aras dagger glowed softly, though he didn’t know if that came from the sorcery in the city or from him.

      He hadn’t felt any sign of Theren.

      Gavin held on to the enchantment he had taken from the girl in Yoran, squeezing his fist around it, hoping to feel something. It was as if the enchantment were inhibited in some way. He supposed that were possible, though. If the Toral knew they were chasing the enchantment’s trail, they could have some way of suppressing his ability to track with it.

      He had to find Theren—before he started slaughtering the sorcerers here.

      Gavin glanced at the structures in front of him. From what Imogen had said, these buildings had once been the home of the Muvarth. When the Society had begun to take over, the people were forced to seek refuge in the old temple.

      “Are you in position?” Gaspar whispered through his enchantment.

      Gavin looked along the street and found a darkened shadow leaning against one of the buildings. He could barely make out Gaspar there, but he recognized the old thief in his posture. There was nobody else out in the city, leaving the street empty.

      “I’m making my way there,” Gavin said. “I don’t feel anything, though.”

      “What do you think you should feel?” Gaspar asked.

      “I’m not exactly sure. When I faced the hyadan before, I felt something.”

      As he looked, he couldn’t see anything but shadows, which seemed to be more imagined than real.

      “You have to have some way of connecting to power,” Gaspar said.

      “I can connect to mine.”

      Gavin made his way along the street, not hiding that he was doing so. He thought that staying out in the open might draw Theren to him.

      “It’s not just a matter of accessing that power, though,” he said. “I’m worried about encountering others who have the same connection, but who understand it better than I do. I can’t use it as effectively as they can.”

      “Why don’t you think you can use it?” Gaspar asked.

      “Well…” Gavin shook his head. “To begin with, I don’t understand my power that well yet. And I think Theren knows it.”

      “Of course he knows it,” Gaspar said. “You didn’t make any secret of your abilities around him.”

      “As I’m El’aras, like you keep trying to remind me, he’s not going to have any trouble with my incompletely understood power,” Gavin said.

      “You’re forgetting one thing.”

      “What is it?”

      “That ring. I know you’re still trying to figure out what it means for you, and how to control that power, but the ring matters. Especially seeing as how he doesn’t have access to something similar. The ring makes it so that you have the potential to do something he does not.”

      Gavin chuckled. “Look at you starting to use your mind.”

      “I’m always using my mind,” Gaspar said.

      “Even though it’s getting old?”

      “Careful, boy. I might be old, but I can still handle you.”

      “We both know how a fight between the two of us would go.”

      “Maybe, but you think I would have to fight you in order to bring you down?”

      Gavin found himself smiling. He was thankful he had Gaspar along with him. For all his grumbling, and for all the issues he’d had with Gaspar over the time they’d been working together, Gavin couldn’t deny that having the old thief, and his cleverness, along made his job easier.

      “What exactly do you think you would be able to do to me?” Gavin said with a smirk.

      “I wouldn’t even have to get close to you. You and I both know I wouldn’t be able to bring you down on my own, but I wouldn’t have to, would I? I’d be able to manipulate you into doing just what I wanted, and maybe what I want to do is to simply get you out of Yoran.” Gaspar grunted, shaking his head.

      Gavin suspected that he was joking at this point, but he didn’t really know.

      “You already got me out of the city, but you keep coming with me,” Gavin said.

      “Right. And I’m starting to think that’s a mistake.”

      “I think the mistake is that you keep talking.”

      “And who keeps talking back to me?” Gaspar scoffed.

      Gavin shook his head, and he turned his attention to the darkness along the street. “I’ve been trying to use my power to figure out if I can feel anything, but I don’t detect anything. Theren might be here, or—”

      “Or he might’ve gone to attack somewhere else,” Gaspar said.

      “I know.”

      Every so often, Gavin could feel the surge of power through the enchantment. It was just a faint fluttering, one that reminded him of how Anna would call him through her marker, but it was enough to suggest that Theren was still here. He hadn’t left the city, despite the way it felt. Maybe Theren was trying to mislead him, though. He had done that already. He was far too skilled at deceiving Gavin.

      “The Twelve have positioned themselves around the city to ensure he can’t get away, but…”

      Even if they were stationed throughout Loruv, Gavin didn’t know if it would make a difference. He’d seen Imogen and the Twelve fight, and knew that they were trained, but enough to stop Theren and whatever El’aras might be with him?

      As Gavin stared into the distance, occasional flickers of color came from the buildings.

      Sorcery.

      “I don’t think he’s done it yet,” Gavin said. “He’s after the destruction of the Society, and he won’t be able to do that by leaving. This would be a test for him. It’s too good an opportunity to make sure the keystone works before he targets the Society in full.”

      “I don’t know anything about the time before the El’aras were pushed away,” Gaspar said, “but I can imagine. Having now dealt with them a few times, I can’t help but question whether or not we should be concerned about their return.”

      “That’s not what we need to be worried about,” Gavin said.

      “You say that because you are one. If you were not, would you feel the same way?”

      Gavin hadn’t given that much thought.

      When he had trained with Tristan, he’d learned about the El’aras and the unique danger they posed to him, but mostly because of their innate magical abilities. Before that, he had never considered the possibility that he might be El’aras, until he had met Anna.

      Gavin fell silent, carefully creeping along the street. The city was set into a hillside, with terracing leading upward. Stairs separated certain sections from others. He could practically feel how the underlayer of the city had been constructed, and thought he understood why the Muvarth had managed to find their place beneath Loruv.

      “It’s amazing how there’s such a separation in this city,” Gavin said.

      “You visited other places,” Gaspar said. “Not everybody has the same opportunities.”

      “This is more than that. This is…”

      He didn’t know what it was. A division, but there was something strange about it. The slums here were new. People wouldn’t come to a city unless there was something that drew them there. And if the Society had increased its presence…

      What if the people were here because of the Society?

      If they wanted the sorcerers’ protection, then what were they facing outside of this city?

      Gavin passed rows of houses and shops, all of them built of the same dark stone that he’d seen everywhere else in the city. Every so often, he encountered somebody hurrying along the road, but they had the look of belonging here. Something about the city itself didn’t feel quite right, not the way he would’ve expected, given how things had been described by those who had been here.

      He frowned, turning his attention back to the slums.

      “There’s something else going on,” Gavin said. “When Theren and I were looking for signs of Ruhid, we came across three boys looking for help. They hadn’t been concerned about the sorcerers.”

      That had to be significant. The children had been injured, and they had expected that the sorcerer would come to help. There hadn’t been fear. Those boys had gone to them for aid.

      That wasn’t the kind of thing that would happen if somebody were afraid of sorcery.

      When Gavin had watched them, he had believed that the sorcerer hadn’t helped, but what if he had? And if that were the case, why would the people be afraid of the sorcerers?

      Maybe they weren’t scared. Maybe they welcomed them.

      What did that mean for the others?

      “Something else is not quite right here,” Gavin said, shaking his head. “It’s the slums.”

      He paused between a pair of buildings and looked out, focusing on everything he could, feeling the energy around him. He could distinguish it, recognize that there was a certain measure of power around him. It struck him as being connected to the sorcerers, but maybe it was tied to Loruv as well.

      He didn’t know if it was the city itself or the Society, but something was pulling these people in.

      “They want to be here,” Gavin said. “They want the safety of the city and the Society.”

      “I haven’t heard of anything dangerous around here,” Gaspar replied.

      “And I doubt Imogen has, either. But maybe when this is over, we’ll have to look into it.”

      “That’s not your responsibility.”

      Gavin breathed out a sigh. Gaspar wasn’t wrong.

      The old thief’s shadowy form moved along the street, making his way closer to him.

      Gavin focused on the tracking enchantment and squeezed his hand around it. It had been vibrating before, but now he couldn’t pick up on anything. One vibration, one sense to tell him that there was something within the enchantment, some way for him to find Theren. That’s all he needed.

      But he didn’t know where he was.

      Gavin continued to push power through himself. He needed to draw that power to him, to ensure there was a way to summon energy. Even as he focused on it, there was no sense of the hyadan.

      He would follow Theren, wherever it would take him. Imogen would search for the El’aras warrior too, and the keystone. But they would have to do it together. If the Toral were involved, Gavin was willing to do what he needed to.

      He felt something through the enchantment. A steady vibration, no longer hidden from him.

      “Be ready,” Gavin said to Gaspar, sweeping his gaze around the street and looking for any sign of magic or power that would suggest where Theren had gone.

      He knew that there was sorcery in the city. He had known that since Imogen’s people had admitted to it, and he could even feel it distantly when he focused enough.

      The people outside this section of the city, the ones in the slums, had come because of sorcery—which seemed to be the key to all of this. He was increasingly certain of that. And if they had come because of it, then they had wanted to be here.

      Gaspar was silent, and Gavin knew that he wouldn’t want to share anything he felt was not his responsibility to share. Gaspar was nothing if not loyal to Imogen, which Gavin felt was a wonderful trait of his. In this case, though, he needed him to divulge what he knew.

      Gavin hurried through the streets, and every so often, he glanced up to see if Gaspar was following him. He didn’t see any sign of him, but they could keep track of each other through the communication enchantment, and together they could stay ahead of Theren. And when they reached him, maybe Gaspar would be able to help.

      Gavin was not completely convinced that he could take down Theren on his own. He was a powerful El’aras, and if he was working with a Toral, it was entirely possible he had enchantments that would give him the ability to overpower anything Gavin might do.

      But with Gaspar and his enchantments…

      He glanced back, but he didn’t see the thief.

      “Gaspar?”

      There was no sign of him.

      “Gaspar, if you’re there, give me a signal,” he said through the enchantment.

      Nothing.

      Gavin swore under his breath.

      Things had already started to go wrong.

      It hadn’t taken long at all for things to shift unfavorably, which worried him. He had pushed ahead, not thinking through things well enough, and now he didn’t even know what had happened to Gaspar. Worse, he began to think they had made a mistake not staying together to track Theren.

      He reached the section of the street where he’d last seen Gaspar. There was no trace of him. The old thief was gone.

      Gavin let out a growl and clenched his fists.

      Shadows separated from the buildings and converged upon him.

      El’aras. They were moving too fast to be anything else.

      He focused on his core reserves, letting them fill him the way Anna had suggested. His vision cleared, and everything slowed just enough for him to see the El’aras around him.

      “I take it you’re with them,” he said.

      No answer. They kept coming toward him.

      He had dealt with the El’aras before, but how many could he handle at one time? And how many of them would have enchantments?

      He flowed through various sword techniques, but he quickly realized that wasn’t going to work. In order for him to succeed here, Gavin was going to need to use more than just his own core reserves. He had to succeed in tapping into the power of the ring. If he could.

      He had not succeeded often enough, certainly not enough that he felt confident he could do it now.

      But he had to try. He had no choice but to do so.

      And so he focused. He called upon the energy within him, letting that power flow and fill him.

      And then he pushed through the ring.

      Energy exploded, and Gavin moved faster than any of the attackers. He was enchanted, drawing on his own power, but also something even greater: the power of the El’aras.

      He darted forward, carving through them, cutting them down without hesitation. These were El’aras who would harm him. Who would work with a Toral. Who would release the hyadan.

      He could have no hesitation.

      And then they were all down, Theren’s help now removed.

      He still had to stop him, but Gavin started to think he could.

      He paused, breathing slowly. It wasn’t over, but at least he had a better sense of what was going on.

      “If you’re there, Gaspar, give me some way of finding you,” he said.

      He didn’t hear anything. Instead, there was a tapping sound through the enchantment. It was coming from nearby.

      Gavin followed that sound; followed that sense of energy. There was something about the city that felt different from Yoran. Probably the magic that crackled around him. He didn’t even need the glow of the El’aras dagger to know there was power. He was aware of it almost constantly. Within Yoran, he had begun to be able to sense magic around him without relying on the El’aras weapons, but he had not felt anything like this. The strangeness was much more than just the way the city appeared—the towering skyline that stretched up the hillside, the ever increasingly large buildings towering over him—and had more to do with the feeling he had.

      Gavin paused, trying to piece together just what he was detecting and why it bothered him as much as it did, but he couldn’t quite place it.

      And maybe he didn’t need to.

      As he came around the corner, he saw a shadowy form leaning against one building, with five others in front of them. More El’aras.

      Gavin snarled and jumped forward, still holding on to the power of his core reserves, letting that energy flow through him. As it did, power guided him, and he used all of that to get to them. He whipped through the Leier techniques, drawing on the ring, and had all five of the attackers down within a moment.

      He spun, and a blade caught his.

      “Imogen,” he said. “Came to rescue Gaspar too?”

      “How did you learn that?” she asked, looking at Gavin with one eyebrow arched.

      “I watched you.”

      Imogen shifted her feet and glided toward him, sweeping her blade in a flourish of movement. Another pattern. Gavin copied it.

      She tipped her head to the side. “Impressive.”

      “I thought you were watching the outskirts of the city.”

      He could feel the hint of reverberation through the enchantment he carried, and knew that the keystone was not far.

      “I’m going to help find the keystone,” Imogen said.

      “I welcome your help. Between the hyadan, the El’aras, and maybe a Toral, it might be more than I can handle on my own.”
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      Gaspar remained in the shadows, leaning up against the building. He had been quiet ever since Gavin had come across him, and Gavin suspected he was more injured than he was letting on.

      Imogen was opening up to Gavin, revealing some part of her past with him, and he needed to understand it.

      “How does the stone work?” he asked.

      “It was my quest,” she said, her voice quiet. “I came searching for it. We don’t know the true origin of the stone. My people believe that an ancient and powerful dark sorcerer created it. One of the first dark sorcerers. They had power unlike any that has been seen in this world before. And they fueled the stone with that power.”

      “Could it have been a Sul’toral?” Gavin didn’t know much about them, only that the Toral served them.

      “It’s possible,” she said. “We have some experience with them as well.” Her voice was soft, almost sorrowful. “It took many years for us to discover that there was a singular stone that replicated, similar to how the hyadan replicate.”

      “And then you came to Loruv, realized that the stone was here, and who was controlling it?”

      “Another sorcerer,” Imogen said. “One that I cut down and claimed the stone from, but I did not do it alone. I had the others of the Twelve with me.” She shook her head. “It was my bond quest, but I could not have done it alone. I needed their help.”

      Gavin frowned. “Do you have some way of communicating with the others of the Twelve?”

      “I do.”

      “Tell them to meet us here.”

      “They are supposed to be guarding the outskirts of the city.”

      “We might need them here. If we’re dealing with El’aras, a Toral, and hyadan, we are going to need all the skill we can muster.”

      Imogen pressed her lips together and started tapping something on her side. There was a rhythmic quality to it, some sort of energy and buildup of power.

      Gavin nodded toward the buildings in the center of the city. “He’s drawing us forward. Toward the middle, toward sorcerers, and I suspect toward a trap.”

      “That is likely,” Imogen said.

      “And if he is working with a Toral, we have to be prepared for that kind of power.”

      “I will be ready.”

      “No,” Gavin said. “You and the Twelve need to take on the hyadan. I will focus on Theren and whatever Toral powers are here.”

      “Are you—”

      She didn’t get a chance to finish.

      Darkness started to come at them. At first, Gavin thought that maybe it was one of the Twelve coming, but the longer he stared, the more he realized it was one of the strange-looking hyadan.

      Imogen spun toward it, and she whipped her blade around, jamming it into the creature’s mouth. The creature shrieked and burst into nothingness.

      “That will alert the others,” she said.

      He nodded and looked around him, watching for any other sign of the hyadan, but he didn’t see anything.

      Gaspar came toward them and glanced over to Imogen. “This isn’t a fight I can be a part of, but I can do something to help you. I can watch,” he said.

      Gavin started to laugh. “I can imagine how Wrenlow might feel, learning you want to take over his job.”

      Imogen smiled. “He might be disappointed he’s lost his place on the team.”

      “Would the two of you stop?” Gaspar said, shaking his head and glaring at her. “Here I thought you were on my side.”

      “I am,” she said. “But I can see the value in harassing you.”

      “You’re a terrible influence,” he said to Gavin.

      “You’d better get going, old man,” Gavin urged. “We might need you to use enhanced eyesight, though. I don’t know if we want to trust your regular eyesight.”

      “I don’t need it.”

      Gavin frowned. “You don’t have it with you, do you?”

      “Why would I need it?”

      “I don’t know, maybe because we’re here in the dark and we’re dealing with dangerous creatures that can hide from us, so…”

      “Dammit, boy,” Gaspar said with a sigh.

      Gavin pulled the enchantment for eyesight out of his pocket and handed it to Gaspar. “Just be careful. I don’t want you to get too dependent on it.”

      “What will you do?”

      “I’m El’aras, remember?”

      “Just because you might be doesn’t mean you have the same abilities they do.”

      “Maybe not,” Gavin said. “But I’m starting to recognize that I have some of their abilities. If I hold on to my power—”

      He cut off as two hyadan came toward them and immediately split. He pulled on his core reserves and pushed, sending Gaspar back against the wall and forcing a sense of pressure around him. Hopefully, that was going to be enough to buy time.

      Gavin jumped forward, swinging his sword with one hand and the El’aras dagger with another. He jammed both of them into two hyadan and poured power out from him.

      Everything about these attacks felt off, even though Gavin could follow them. He feared making a mistake, like allowing one of the hyadan long enough to split.

      He had to fight with everything within him.

      And it was not just for him. What was strange to Gavin was that he now had to fight on behalf of the sorcerers within the city.

      He was going to have to call on as much power as he had. He was still holding on to his core reserves, but it was different than before. Ever since coming to the city, he had started to feel more of a connection to it. Maybe that was going to be Theren’s lasting benefit.

      Gavin darted forward and motioned for Imogen to come with him. They raced along the street, and he glanced back, noticing as Gaspar separated from the barrier Gavin had placed around him and climbed up onto a rooftop.

      “I think you have to let me be the one to taunt him,” he said, looking over to Imogen.

      “I see the appeal.” She smiled as she looked back at Gaspar.

      More and more of the hyadan started to separate near them. Was this part of a trap, or was this some attempt to keep him from reaching the keystone?

      Gavin lunged toward one of the creatures, stabbing it and driving it back, and he flowed through the same patterns Imogen used. As he did, he started to recognize the purpose behind it: these skills had been designed to fight the hyadan. It was a sword technique specifically designed to control and destroy the hyadan, not fight other people. It might be able to be used in that way, but there was a definite purpose to each movement.

      With each hyadan that came toward him, Gavin stabbed his blade into it. Every time he did, he flowed from one to another, power filling him. He felt resistance against him each time.

      Dark shadows converged upon him.

      “Keep moving toward the keystone,” Gaspar’s voice said in his ear. “There’re a dozen of them up there.”

      “A dozen?” Gavin asked.

      He had no idea how they would be able to handle that many, especially given where they were, but he darted forward, trying to reach it. Even as he did, he couldn’t tell if they would be able to move fast enough.

      One thought stayed with him, though. He had to find the keystone no matter what. And once he did, he had to defeat Theren.

      If he could.

      The dozen came toward him as he rounded a corner. Gavin flowed with the two blades, staying within the Leier techniques. He brought the sword around, thrusting it into one hyadan, jamming the dagger into the next, and then turned and forced his blade into another. He learned to ignore the shrieking.

      Somewhere in the fighting, he got separated from Imogen.

      He pushed out a hint of his core reserves each time he did, slamming it into the creatures. He was connected to the power, and it burst out of him. Each time he stabbed a hyadan, he felt the energy explode.

      He could also still feel the pull of the enchantment drawing him forward.

      Imogen was nearby. She had to be.

      “Do you see her?” Gavin asked.

      “Don’t worry about her,” Gaspar said. “You have another dozen coming.”

      “I don’t need to know where the hyadan are, I need to get the keystone. Where are you?”

      “Up ahead.”

      Somehow Gaspar had managed to get in front of him.

      “Keep looking for Theren,” Gavin said. “I don’t care how many hyadan are coming at me.”

      “I thought you wanted me to be your eyes,” Gaspar muttered.

      “I need to find Theren so I don’t die fighting these damn things.”

      He braced himself. The number of hyadan was overwhelming. The darkened, humanoid figures came at him, shrieking when he stabbed them, falling and disappearing in a cloud before others surged forward. There were so many. Too many.

      They came like a flood.

      Thankfully, now that he knew how to do it, they weren’t terribly hard to kill, but they came with such an onslaught that Gavin could barely keep up. He was tearing through one after another, flowing through various movements and exploding power out from him. Each time he did, he could feel a tear, as if he were pushing through magic.

      And maybe that was what he was doing.

      These things were magical constructs, power that came from some dark sorcerer. Even if he didn’t understand the source of power or how to use anything with it, he understood the magic that existed within these creatures. He thought he could understand what it was going to take for him to defeat them for good.

      He twisted, and he drove his blade into one, then turned and did the same to another. But there were too many. He’d run out of his core reserves before defeating them.

      He had to call upon the power through the ring.

      He stood in an empty courtyard surrounded by buildings. Two-story stone structures loomed above and cast shadows where he stood, but the hyadan lurked within them, and all around him the dark creatures swarmed

      And each time he thought he had them under control, they divided.

      Gavin grunted. “I’m not going to like this.”

      “What aren’t you going to like?” Gaspar asked.

      “I might have to do something stupid.”

      “I don’t know if it’s the time quite yet,” Gaspar said.

      “Do you have any other ideas?”

      Gavin was beginning to grow tired. He was calling upon his core reserves, but he was doing it in a different way than he usually did, which drained him.

      He took a deep breath and spun with his blade, and he stabbed hyadan after hyadan, keeping them at bay. One of them tore at his skin, causing him to cry out. He pushed a bit of power through him without meaning to, and felt the pain retreat.

      As he thrust his sword into the hyadan’s face and pulled it out, he realized that what he really needed was a pair of daggers. In close fighting like this, daggers would work better than the sword.

      Even so, he had to make do with what we had. He slashed, cutting into one creature after another, but they kept coming.

      Darkness surrounded him, dark energy filled his vision.

      Gavin jumped, flipping in the air, and landed in another clearing. The hyadan swarmed toward him again, but jumping had bought him a little time. He was closer to Theren. He could feel it.

      Not close enough, though.

      “Tell me Imogen is handling it better,” Gavin said.

      “She’s finding this difficult,” Gaspar replied.

      “Tell me where she is and I can go to her.”

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Gaspar said. “You have too many around you. I don’t know if bringing more to her is a smart plan. Let me find Theren. Whoever gets there first…”

      Gavin grunted. Gaspar was right.

      “I’m going to need help.”

      “The great Gavin Lorren needs help?” Gaspar asked.

      “I’m not so great when it comes to fighting these creatures,” Gavin said.

      As he jabbed another, then another, he drew on power within himself and flipped into the air, landing in another clearing. It felt like he was retreating, and he realized that was exactly what it was.

      He was being forced back.

      “Damn,” he muttered. “They’re pushing us away from the keystone. They’re creating a ring to separate us from the others.”

      “Why would they want to do that?” Gaspar asked.

      Gavin jumped again and looked up the street when he landed. All of the hyadan were swarming him, doubling behind him. They were creating a barrier around the city.

      “He didn’t just want to kill the sorcerers,” Gavin said. “He might need them to power the keystone.” He looked up in the distance, staring at the energy out there. “He’s using the hyadan to draw off the sorcerers’ power. I don’t know why, but he’s creating a ring around Loruv to do that. I need the Twelve to break through this and get to the keystone.”

      He doubted he would be able to do this on his own.

      “You don’t have to wait too much longer,” Gaspar said. “They’re coming.”

      Gavin quickly surveyed the city around him as he leapt into the air again, and as he was coming to land, he realized a dozen figures were on their way toward him.

      The Twelve.

      “Let Imogen know I’m going to get closer to the sorcerers,” Gavin said.

      “How do you intend to do that?” Gaspar asked.

      “Very delicately.”

      He had to hope that Imogen would tell the Twelve when he needed their help and what they would need to do, but he suspected that they already knew.

      Gavin jumped, and this time he landed in the middle of the hyadan. They circled, and he called upon the power within him, worrying that he wasn’t going to be fast enough. There was resistance, power and pressure that pushed back against him.

      They swarmed.

      Gavin lunged, spinning around, sweeping his blade, stabbing through them, and creating enough of a clearing for him to jump again. As he flipped, he was carried forward enough to land outside the ring of hyadan.

      He was close to Theren, he could feel it.

      Magical pressure began to build around him. He hoped it wasn’t the sorcerers, but he didn’t even care at this point. He leapt and landed near a building.

      As he was fighting, he could feel his energy fading. Gavin continued to pour that power out of him, trying to maintain his hold over it and not wanting to lose control over his core reserves, but he was all too aware that he did not have nearly enough to continue to fight.

      He stumbled, and the hyadan converged on him. He pushed outward, forcing himself to his feet, sweeping his blade as rapidly as he could and drawing on all of the core reserves he could summon. Gavin was tapping into his power far more extensively than he thought safe, but if he did not, he wouldn’t be able to survive this.

      He had to find some way past all of this. He needed to keep pushing, fighting.

      He needed to use the power of the ring.

      He attempted to access its power, but failed. The ring evaded him even now, when his life was on the line.

      The hyadan continued to swarm him, and Gavin summoned a hint of his core reserves, then jumped, spinning out of the way.

      When he touched down, a dark shadow came toward him.
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      The steady pulsing from the enchantment had intensified, and during the fighting, Gavin had lost track of it, had stopped paying attention to it the way he should have. Now he realized that the signal was close.

      Too close.

      Gavin readied his blade and spun, turning to meet Theren.

      “This is unexpected,” Theren said. “I’m honestly impressed by you.”

      He darted forward, swinging his sword around. Gavin swept his own weapon toward Theren, preparing for the possibility that he may not be strong enough or fast enough, but now that he was drawing upon the power of his core reserves, he could feel something fighting back, some energy and part of him that was able to withstand him.

      Theren chuckled. “It seems I underestimated you.”

      “You made a mistake,” Gavin said. “You should have destroyed me when you had the opportunity.”

      “When do you think I would have had the chance?”

      Gavin glared at him. “Give me the keystone.”

      “It’s not going to make it that easy for you. It has worked far better than I would’ve expected. Once we make more of them, we will destroy the power of sorcery.” He grinned at Gavin. “You want to bring down the sorcerers as much as I do.”

      Gavin shook his head. “I don’t know if anybody wants to eliminate them as much as you do.”

      “The others of my kind want to. And if you were of my kind, then…”

      Theren lunged at him, his sword a blur. He was calling on the power of the El’aras, using it in a way Gavin could not even follow.

      Gavin threw his fist out in a punch and tried to keep up with Theren, drawing on his core reserves and filling himself with power. Then he switched to the fighting style of the Leier—one he didn’t think Theren would know.

      Theren wouldn’t have Gavin’s training, wouldn’t have been forced to master fighting styles with a single exposure, not the way Gavin had under Tristan’s harsh mentorship. It was that training and understanding that filled him as he worked through a style even he barely knew.

      He darted forward and caught Theren’s blade, and began to push him back.

      “Where are the stones you stole?” Gavin asked.

      “I placed them in a way so that they will feed off of this place. Do you know what will happen once they do?”

      “I have a good idea,” Gavin said.

      Theren started to laugh. “I’m sure you do. Once they feed, they’ll continue to spread. And seeing as how this is a place of power, since the Sorcerer’s Society has chosen to make this their home, the creatures will have plenty to consume. That energy will spread outward, destroying all with magic.”

      “Including the El’aras.”

      “No,” Theren said. “I have the keystone. Then my people will lead once more. The way it should have remained. The world was better then. Simpler.”

      A blur streaked past him, then another.

      Gavin remembered that Theren wasn’t the only El’aras here.

      Theren chuckled. “Soon, the El’aras will finally reclaim what is ours. The families will unite, as they will have no choice in the matter.”

      “Not all of the families feel the way you do.”

      “If they don’t, they will be destroyed,” he said with a sneer.

      How had Gavin ever thought he had a friendly nature to him?

      This was a man filled with darkness and hatred, a man who wanted nothing more than to punish. But he was also a man Gavin thought he knew how to handle. He’d dealt with others like that before. He could defeat him.

      But he had to deal with the other El’aras first.

      Gavin took a deep breath, clearing his mind, concentrating on what Tristan had taught him about mastering the various fighting styles. He needed to use the El’aras style now. What was it but another technique?

      He summoned power within him, felt the way his core reserves focused. He turned in place, sweeping the blade around. He kept the three El’aras away from him, but that many would be formidable. Especially since Gavin suspected they were all greatly skilled swordsmen.

      But Gavin wasn’t a swordsman.

      He was a fighter.

      If he could take away their weapons, then Gavin would have an advantage. He doubted that the El’aras trained in the same fighting styles he did. All he needed to do was separate them from their blades.

      One of the El’aras blurred toward him, streaking in a way that Gavin could scarcely follow, but he brought his sword around, chopping it down toward the El’aras’s arm. His first attempt missed, but his second strike did not. He brought his knee up and connected in the man’s side. Gavin spun and grabbed the attacker by the wrist and brought his other arm down quickly while twisting. He kept his sword up so the other two couldn’t get to him. The El’aras’s wrist cracked, and he dropped his sword. Gavin brought his open hand down in a slicing manner toward the man’s temple, dropping him to the ground.

      There were two left, including Theren.

      Gavin didn’t know how many more there might be, but suspected Theren wouldn’t have thought he needed many.

      “You thought the three of you could handle me?” Gavin asked. He watched Theren, who sneered again. “You know who I am,” he said, looking to the other El’aras man. “I’m sure he told you my name. You know what I can do, so you should know you don’t want to fight me.”

      “Arrogance,” Theren said. “So common with your kind.”

      “I am your kind,” Gavin spat back.

      Theren darted forward, his blade whipping, but it was a pattern Gavin recognized. Gavin called upon the power within him, and energy flowed up from someplace deep inside. He spun to one side, bringing his blade away from Theren, toward the other El’aras.

      He drew on the energy within the ring as well, connecting with the man. Gavin trapped the El’aras’s arm between him, and he brought his fist up underneath the man’s chin, swung his leg behind him, and caught him in the back.

      The combination twisted the El’aras, who coughed, his head twisting rapidly to the side. Gavin released him, turning to face Theren.

      “Now it’s just us.”

      “You made a mistake,” Theren said.

      “No. You did. You decided to bring this kind of attack at me. You thought you might be able to sway me to your side.” Gavin had started to think about the conversation he’d had with Theren, how the El’aras had tried to manipulate him, but Theren obviously didn’t know him well enough. He didn’t know that Gavin viewed sorcery in a different way.

      Gavin recognized that not all sorcerers were dark and dangerous, just as not all were good. There seemed to be equal numbers of both, much like it appeared to be the case with the El’aras.

      “It’s already begun,” Theren said.

      He surged forward and lunged at Gavin, twisting his blade rapidly and piercing Gavin in the side. Theren spun, bringing his free hand out, catching him in the shoulder.

      Gavin tumbled away. His side ached, but he ignored it, pushing that pain down. What had Anna said to him before? The El’aras learned how to handle pain, but in a different way than Gavin had. He had been trained by Tristan, and he did not fear pain. He recognized it as something necessary and essential.

      He pushed off, drawing on the power of his core reserves, using that energy to jump into the air. He spun and kicked, landing a strike on Theren’s shoulder. Theren twisted backward and sliced his blade toward Gavin, who ducked and followed the Leier technique. Theren darted to one side, lunging away from him, but Gavin tracked his movements.

      He kicked again, and Theren smiled. The El’aras brought his blade up, and Gavin recognized what he was doing—the same thing he’d done in the chamber below the city.

      Power began to build from Theren, and Gavin called on his own power and pushed outward.

      “When you fall here, remember what’s happening elsewhere,” Theren said, smirking.

      A burst of blue energy exploded from him. Gavin braced himself, holding his hands out to try to block the power from reaching him, but he could not. The power and control Theren used was too much.

      It threw Gavin back, and he landed on his backside. As he struggled to get up, he looked around, but didn’t see Theren. He pulled out the enchantment, squeezing it. It was vibrating, pulsing, but it was doing so in a steadily decreasing speed and frequency.

      Theren was moving away.

      But there were still stones around him that were making hyadan. Stones that were designed to destroy.

      And he still had not seen the Toral.

      Either they were not here, or they had simply not felt the need to show themselves. Given how Theren had handled Gavin all too easily, it was probably the latter.

      He staggered along the street, sweeping his gaze around, trying to find the energy within him to fight again. He was already starting to fade, and he feared what would happen if the hyadan surged at him. Gavin would fight, and he would draw on everything he could, but he was prepared for the possibility that he wouldn’t be able to withstand it.

      He might die.

      “What happened?” Gaspar said, his voice coming through the enchantment.

      “Where were you?” Gavin asked.

      “I’ve been hollering in your ear for the last ten minutes,” Gaspar said. “You haven’t been acknowledging me.”

      Gavin grunted. “It seems like Theren has more control over his power than I realize.”

      “You found him?”

      “Found him. Faced him. Lost,” Gavin muttered.

      “You lost?”

      “He ran, so maybe I didn’t lose?” He shrugged and looked around. There was a darkness moving, and the flood of hyadan out there. “We need to keep going. He set the stones around the city. Can’t chase him until we clear them out.”

      “Imogen can help with that,” Gaspar said.

      “I need her here.”

      “Then look up, boy.”

      Gavin glanced up and saw Imogen backing her way toward him, sword a blur. As she fought and stabbed one after another in their mouths, the awful shrieks followed her. It was impressive how quickly she could fight, but she was getting overwhelmed.

      He darted forward, joining her. After stabbing several of the hyadan, clearing some space, he looked over. “Do you have some way of finding the stones?”

      “The enchantment works for them as well. I can key into them, but I’ll need time.”

      “I can give you time,” Gavin said.

      “You’ll have to destroy the stones. We were never able to do that before.”

      She ran off.

      Gavin continued flowing through motions, bringing the sword around and stabbing the hyadan. They were swarming him, pushing him back. Each time he brought one down, another took its place. They were duplicating.

      All he needed was to find the keystone, and then they could end this. But they still had to destroy all the hyadan.

      “Get over there!” Gaspar shouted in his ear.

      “Where?”

      “Follow the damn enchantment, boy.”

      Gavin focused on the tapping sound, and though he hadn’t felt it before, he now recognized where it was coming from: a different enchantment in his pocket that Olivia had given him. She hadn’t even told him it was a way of communicating. He raced along the street in the direction Imogen had gone, and he hurried toward where he suspected he could find her.

      She was standing on her toes, examining a black stone embedded into the wall.

      “Here,” she said, stabbing each hyadan trying to keep her from getting to the stone. “Get working.”

      Gavin raised up on his toes too, and he pressed the dagger to the stone. He started pushing power out from him and exploded the energy into the stone. There was resistance, the same way there had been before.

      He needed to push even more. Somehow, he was going to have to call on the power from the ring. It had failed him while he tried to fight Theren, but Gavin needed it now.

      He had to welcome it to him. Wasn’t that what Anna had told him?

      Her lessons came to him, filling his mind with what she had tried to teach him, even though he didn’t know if he had the necessary knowledge to utilize them.

      The ring started to vibrate, reminding him of how Anna’s marker did. That comforted him, and for a moment, he relaxed.

      He knew that calm was going to be crucial, and that if he could find a way to let the power of the ring come to him, then he might be able to use it.

      Slowly, energy bubbled within him. And then he pushed it out through the ring and into the stone.

      The stone shattered.

      A hyadan had escaped prior to him destroying the stone, and Imogen stabbed it.

      She looked over to him. “I’ll find the next one. Stay ready.”

      Gavin turned his attention back to the street, and when the hyadan converged on him, he kept fighting. He didn’t have any choice in the matter. Each time he stabbed one of the creatures, another replaced it.

      “Move,” Gaspar said.

      As before, Gavin focused on the vibration, and he followed until he found Imogen stabbing another hyadan.

      Gavin jammed his dagger down into the stone while a creature was coming out, and poured power out of him in an uncontrolled manner. There came an explosion, and when it cleared, the stone was gone.

      “I don’t know how much more of this I can do,” he said.

      “We must destroy the stones, since they’re feeding,” Imogen said. “They have already become too powerful. This is the only way.”

      He got to his feet, channeling his core reserves. This time, he wasn’t calling on the magic so much as he was calling on the energy he needed, the way he’d once used it when fighting. He had to keep going.

      Gavin nodded to Imogen. She darted off, and it wasn’t long before she summoned him again. This time, the stone was in the wall near the center of the city, and he pushed power out from him. He could distantly feel Theren moving away. He’d have to figure out where he went later. For now, they had to save the city.

      Imogen raced away again, and Gavin sagged for a moment, until the hyadan converged on him. He was called again, and he followed her voice. When he caught up to her, he found her in front of the stone, killing the hyadan coming out of it.

      “How are they able to escape so quickly?” Gavin said.

      “They’re feeding,” she replied. “And they’re being directed.”

      Gavin stabbed the stone. It exploded, fragments piling up on the cobblestones.

      He wobbled for a moment. Imogen fought off a couple of creatures while he recovered. He had to call upon his core reserves again, but that wasn’t going to be enough.

      “I don’t feel many more,” she said.

      “Many?”

      That meant some still remained.

      He reached into his pocket, pulled out the bottle of sh’rasn powder, and quickly downed it. As he did, energy started to flow back into him. He wouldn’t have much time with that.

      “Go,” he said.

      Imogen watched him, concern written in her eyes, but she didn’t say anything. She ran off toward the hyadan.

      He stumbled after her, until he called on more power, letting that energy fill him. Even as he did, he started to wonder if he could find enough strength.

      All of this to stop this darkness?

      If he didn’t do it, no one else would be able to.

      Gavin stabbed a hyadan, then another, and he spun, fighting through the creatures as they pressed in on them. By taking the sh’rasn powder, he could draw on more strength, but he was growing tired. A fatigue worked through him, a bone-weary type of exhaustion that came from the energy he was using to access his magic. He might not have the strength to finish this.

      He found Imogen and did not hesitate before jamming his El’aras dagger into the stone and shattering it. He stumbled, landing on his backside.

      Imogen stood over him, fighting the hyadan that attacked.

      “Bring me to the next one,” he said, voice starting to fade.

      She frowned, looking down at him. “I don’t feel any more.”

      “None?”

      She shook her head. “No more.”

      He took a deep breath. “Then give me a hand up. I can help you.”

      “You’ve done enough. Rest.”

      “I can’t rest. Not until this is over,” Gavin said.

      “Rest,” she insisted.

      He tried to get up, but could not. Imogen darted away, and the hyadan were drawn away with her. Gavin slumped on the ground, leaning against a low stone wall. He could feel some power around him, the flickering energy, and looked up to see sorcerers coming out of one of the buildings.

      They were dressed in the maroon robes of the Sorcerer’s Society. One of them was tall and slender, with an arrogance to him that Gavin immediately disliked, but he had to push that feeling away. The other was younger, youthful in a way that reminded him of Char, the healing sorcerer he had met in Nelar.

      Gavin scrambled to his feet, moving toward Imogen.

      “The sorcerers are coming,” he said.

      “Good,” she said. “They might be able to take care of the rest of them. With the stones destroyed, they won’t be able to feed anymore.”

      “Then… we should… go,” he said.

      He wobbled down a gentle slope and reached a collection of hyadan. Gavin began to slash at them, his strength waning.

      Others appeared, joining him in the fight. The Twelve.

      They pushed through the creatures, blasting through them, creating an opening around Gavin. He stumbled, and when he fell, one of the dark creatures loomed over him. He rolled over, preparing to drive his dagger upward, but he didn’t need to. One of the Twelve was there and stabbed the hyadan, which shrieked as it disappeared.

      Gavin rolled to his feet, and he staggered down the slope. Magic blasted nearby—the energy coming off the sorcerers. He couldn’t keep track of where that magic was or the way it was being used, only that it blasted around him and swirled along the streets, causing his dagger and sword to glow with a faint blue light. He was thankful he wasn’t the target of the spells, thankful that all he had to do was stumble forward and focus on defeating the hyadan.

      “We need to move,” he said.

      “I’m ahead of you,” Gaspar muttered.

      “Let’s get to the edge of the city. I need to go after Theren. He’s gone, but I can still feel him. We’ve got to find him before he gets too far.”

      “I wish I had better news for you, but Imogen sent word. One of the El’aras broke into the temple. They gathered more of the stones. I’m afraid we have more hyadan to destroy.”

      “You mean I have more hyadan to destroy.”

      “Don’t make this all about you, boy.”

      Gavin took a deep breath, trying to draw on his core reserves.

      “Let’s see if we can’t bring him down,” he said.
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      When they reached the edge of the city, Gavin found a pile of stone debris near the remains of the El’aras he’d buried with Theren. Darkness swirled around the debris, and though Gavin held his sword, he wasn’t pushing power out from him and couldn’t call on the energy he once had. He still swept his gaze everywhere around him, looking for any signs of the hyadan. In the distance, he could feel the blooms of power coming from the sorcerers.

      “Where are the stone enchantments?” Gaspar asked, looking at Gavin. “They were here, weren’t they? You told them to stay at the edge of the city.”

      Gavin pointed to one of the piles of stone. “I think Theren came through here.”

      “He destroyed them?”

      Gavin nodded. “I’m pretty sure.”

      “We aren’t going to be able to get there faster than him, then,” Gaspar said. “And going by horseback…” He looked up the slope, back to the city. “I suppose we could find a sorcerer, ask them to help. Given everything we’ve done, maybe we can convince them of the value we brought to the city and—”

      “We don’t need to do that,” Gavin said.

      He pulled out the paper enchantment Alana had given him, and set it on the ground.

      “What is that?” Gaspar asked.

      “It’s an enchantment I think you’ll find quite intriguing.”

      “I doubt that,” Gaspar said.

      He looked at the others. “Are any of you afraid of heights?”

      Imogen shook her head without taking her eyes off the enchantment.

      Gaspar frowned at him. “What kind of heights?”

      Gavin touched the enchantment and pushed power out from him, letting a bit of it flow outward, into the figurine. Gradually, the dragon began to expand, growing larger and taking a shape. The creature was made of what appeared to be papery skin, but in his elongated form, he was much more massive. He turned his head toward Gavin, pale white eyes looking at him.

      “Do you think you can follow this?” Gavin asked, holding out the small enchantment he’d taken from the girl in Yoran, which pulsed slowly in his hand. He had no idea whether the dragon would even respond, but wasn’t surprised when the dragon nodded and lowered his head.

      Gavin looked over to Gaspar. “We need to follow Theren.”

      “On that?”

      “You didn’t think we’d be able to walk there, did you?”

      “What happens when the power in this enchantment fades?”

      “Well, considering that I have no idea how long the enchantment will last, I think we have to be prepared to plunge to our deaths,” Gavin said.

      Gaspar glared at him.

      “This creature will fly fast, and should be able to reach Theren before he can use the keystone again.”

      “And if it does not?”

      “Just get on,” Gavin said. He looked over at Imogen. “You don’t have to come with us. No one would blame you for staying. These are your people, after all.”

      “You know the reason I left,” she replied. “My task isn’t completed.”

      Gavin watched her. “We can take care of this. You can stay. Keep your people together.”

      “I will keep them together.” She tapped something on her side, and Gavin frowned at her. “I’m telling the others to join us.”

      “I don’t think we can wait for them.”

      Gavin knew the enchantment power would start to fade at some point, and he had to move quickly to keep up with wherever Theren had gone.

      “You don’t have to wait,” she said.

      Shadows began to emerge from the trees nearby, and Gavin examined the paper dragon. “I think this needs to be bigger.”

      He pressed his hand out and pushed on a bit more power. He felt something tremble and shift, and realized it came from him. The paper dragon seemed to be feeding on his energy, as if anything he poured into the creature was guiding it to change even more.

      The dragon continued to elongate and grow, becoming enormous.

      Gavin stared at it in amazement. He knew that the enchantment had power, but he wasn’t expecting this.

      They all climbed on, taking up positions around the dragon’s back, staying clear of the wings. Gavin sat toward the front, with Gaspar next to him. The paper dragon was now large enough that Gavin could easily sit without the fear of falling off.

      The paper had thickened, almost impossibly so, but remained smooth. Gavin grabbed what had once been a folded ridge on the dragon’s back, but was now much larger—and sharper. The others had settled in carefully near him.

      Gaspar glanced behind him, shaking his head. “I’m not sure I’m going to like this.”

      “Alana made this one. She’s skilled,” Gavin reassured him.

      Gaspar grunted. “It has nothing to do with her skill, and everything to do with the fact that I’m riding on a paper enchantment. Or will be.”

      The dragon lurched into the air without warning. He leaned forward, holding on tightly, smiling to himself. Dragons may not be real, but the power of the enchantment certainly was.

      Gavin’s stomach flipped as they accelerated upward, buffeted by a cool breeze while the city grew smaller below them. One of the Twelve leaned off to the side and threw up. Several of the others had paled. Gaspar refusing to look anywhere but straight ahead. Not all suffered. Imogen even managed a slight smile.

      They soared, flying quickly through the air. Gavin could feel the slow, rhythmic pulsing of the tracking enchantment. It seemed as if the paper dragon were able to lock on and follow the sense of it.

      They were heading toward Yoran, and Gavin thought he knew why: Theren wanted to hurt Anna. He blamed her.

      Gavin tapped on his enchantment. “Anna?”

      There was no answer.

      If she was inside the city, it was possible that she wouldn’t be able to hear him. Would the enchantments around the city prevent that?

      “Wrenlow?” he called.

      When there was still no answer, he let out a frustrated sigh. They must be still beyond the range of the enchantment.

      Gavin hung on to the paper dragon as it flew even quicker, and watched the landscape blur past them. In the darkness, it was difficult for him to make much out. He could see the forest they traveled through, the rolling hills, and as the wind rushed past him, he caught an occasional fragrance from the flowers down below. All of it rushed by faster than if they had been riding the stone creatures.

      It didn’t take long before they reached Yoran.

      Something was taking place.

      Gavin leaned forward but was unable to make out what was happening below. He slipped his hand into his pocket and used the enchantment for enhanced eyesight, which he had retrieved from Gaspar. Everything became clearer, more vivid. He probably could have drawn on his core reserves, using his own intrinsic power to do the same thing, but for now it was easier to use the enchantment.

      The El’aras had the city surrounded. There were dark shadows moving around as well, which he suspected were hyadan. The enchantments around the city had seemed to hold up so far, but for how long?

      He pointed at the scene, and Imogen frowned.

      “Hyadan,” she said.

      “How would he have gotten here before us?” Gaspar asked.

      Gavin shook his head. “He’s El’aras, and it’s entirely possible he has enchantments of his own.”

      They circled above Yoran. The barrier the enchanters had formed remained intact, but the hyadan surrounded the entire city. Hundreds of them.

      “We could land on the outskirts,” Gavin said. “And when we do—”

      “Not outside the city,” Imogen said. “They’re feeding.”

      “Like they did in Loruv.”

      “Exactly like that,” she said. “And as they feed, you know what will happen.”

      “We don’t have sorcerers in Yoran.”

      “They aren’t feeding on that kind of magic.”

      Gavin started to understand. They were feeding on the enchantments and the innate power of the enchanters. Which was how they had fed when they’d been here before.

      The hyadan around the city continued to multiply. How many stones had been taken from the temple?

      Imogen glanced down. “The only way to stop them—”

      “The keystone,” Gavin finished. “We have to land in the middle of the city. Then we need to gather our support.”

      He didn’t know if he had the strength to fight again. After everything they’d done, he may not be able to withstand another face-off. It had taken so much out of him the last time. If they had to do that again, Gavin thought he might be too weak to be of much use.

      But how could he do anything else?

      Imogen leaned forward and pointed.

      The dragon started to circle in his descent. And as he did, Gavin could feel something changing. He didn’t see any sign of the Toral, and he couldn’t feel anything either. Maybe Theren didn’t think the Toral was needed.

      “How many hyadan can your Twelve take on at one time?”

      “That doesn’t matter,” Imogen said. “At this point, we need to focus on claiming the keystone. But we must slow the creatures while they feed.”

      They had to find the stones.

      Gavin reached for the power within himself and could feel it roiling through him, but it was not enough. He would need to borrow from the sh’rasn power to defeat this.

      The dragon started to tremble and shrink.

      “I think we found the limitation of this enchantment,” Gavin said.

      He thought he could help, but it was going to take power—power he didn’t know if he had enough control over. He pushed more energy into the dragon, as much as he dared to spare. The dragon shook, but then solidified.

      “Land quickly,” Gavin whispered to him.

      The dragon dove faster as Gavin continued to try to stabilize him.

      They crashed to the ground in a landing that was harder than expected. Gavin cried out, and somewhere behind him, one of the Twelve shouted, while others grunted.

      He scrambled to his feet, and he looked to ensure that the others with him were still safe. They were moving, and no one appeared bloodied, which he considered a win.

      He glanced over to Imogen. “Coordinate your people. Find the other stones. Be ready when I reach the keystone.”

      “It will take considerable power to destroy. It was a dark sorcery construct.”

      He held up his hand, showing the ring. “Then we’d better hope I have enough left.”

      “Fight well, Gavin Lorren,” she said.

      Imogen tapped on her side, and the Twelve began moving, immediately spreading out and away from the paper dragon.

      “What about you?” Gaspar asked.

      “I have to get to the El’aras,” Gavin replied.

      “That isn’t going to do much.”

      “I need you to find the enchanters. Maybe go through Wrenlow if you have to, but let them know we’re going to need their help.”

      “What if they don’t help?”

      “Then the hyadan are going to attack and probably destroy them,” Gavin said.

      Gaspar frowned. “You can be blunt, can’t you?”

      “Is there any other way to be?”

      Gaspar tapped on the enchantment in his ear, and he started whispering. “You there, boy?”

      “I’m ‘boy,’” Gavin said.

      “Fine. Are you there, kid?”

      There was silence, but then Gavin heard Wrenlow’s panicked voice. “There you are! We’ve been trying to reach you. There’s something taking place outside the city. More of those creatures are coming.”

      “We know,” Gavin said. “We’re back.”

      “What happened?”

      “We’ll tell you later. For now, you need to coordinate the enchanters. Get word out as quickly as you can that we need to have them surround the city, prepared to use whatever enchantments they have if the barriers fall.”

      “They’ve already done that,” Wrenlow said.

      “Good. Then keep them there.”

      “What about you? Can’t you take these down?”

      Could he? It would involve using the ring, and that had proven to be elusive. He had no choice but to try.

      “I think I can,” Gavin said. “But I have to do something else first.”

      “What’s that?” Wrenlow asked.

      “Well, apparently I’m now the Stone Breaker,” he said. He looked over to Gaspar, nodding to him. “Go. I’ll figure out what I need to do.”

      “Be careful,” Gaspar said.

      “It’s almost like you care about me.”

      “I don’t want you to die, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Thanks for your help with this,” Gavin said.

      “This one was no one’s fault, boy,” Gaspar said, and he started jogging off.

      Gavin tapped on the enchantment again. “I know you’re out there, Anna. I need to get word to you.”

      He held his breath as he waited.

      “I am in the place where we worked before,” she said.

      The warehouse was quite a ways from him. He looked over to the paper dragon. It had shrunk, but it wasn’t completely down to the size it had been before.

      “Do you think you have a little bit more flight in you?”

      The dragon lowered his head, and Gavin climbed onto his back. The beast took off, staying low. From above, the city looked almost peaceful. He could see the stone buildings sweeping beneath him, and he felt a sense of comfort from them.

      They stayed above the buildings, soaring past slate roofs, some with people looking out of windows. He ignored their puzzled glances. All this effort was for them.

      They reached the warehouse, and the dragon started to shrink further in midair. Gavin pressed his hand against him, trying to pour more power into the creature, but he struggled. The dragon continuing to tremble, and Gavin braced himself for the fall.

      The dragon dove. Just before they reached the street, it shrunk down into the paper form again. And then it dissolved into ash.

      Gavin wished he had another one of those.

      Anna waited in the center of the debris that had been the warehouse, looking toward the edge of the city. Her blue cloak covered flowing forest-green pants—and a single-edged sword he’d never seen her carrying before.

      “How much of this are you aware of?” he asked.

      “I see the creatures surrounding the city,” she said. “They are quite formidable, but thankfully, the enchanters have defended Yoran.”

      “They won’t be able to for long.”

      Gavin explained how the hyadan fed off of magic, and what would happen once the barriers began to fall.

      “Then we must be ready,” Anna said.

      A thought occurred to him from something Theren had said. “Where are your other El’aras warriors?”

      “They’re dispersed through the city.”

      Gavin tapped on the enchantment. “Gaspar or Wrenlow. Or even Imogen. You need to be prepared for the El’aras to attack you.”

      “For what?” Wrenlow said.

      “Let the other enchanters know that the El’aras spread throughout the city might betray us.”

      If the El’aras turned on them, it would likely cause the barrier to fall faster than it would’ve otherwise.

      “What is that about?” Anna asked.

      “Theren,” he said.

      When he told her about Theren’s view on sorcery and how he had betrayed them, she shook her head.

      “Not him,” she whispered.

      “I suspect that the others with you might feel the same way,” he said. “What about Thomas?”

      “Thomas has served my family his entire life.”

      “So you trust him?” Gavin asked.

      “With everything.”

      “Do you detect a Toral? I’m afraid Theren has been working with one, so…”

      A pulse of power built from her, sweeping away, unrestrained by the enchantments around the city. Gavin was not surprised by that.

      Anna shook her head again.

      Gavin breathed out a sigh of relief. That was the first win they had.

      He turned to the figure striding down the street, with two other El’aras behind him.

      “Are you sure about him?” he asked.

      “Why would I not be…” Anna trailed off, looking back as Thomas made his way toward them. “Thomas?”

      “He has returned,” Thomas said.

      Gavin felt his skin grow tight, could practically feel the way Anna was pulling upon power. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a vial of sh’rasn, and quickly downed it before turning his attention back to Thomas and the other El’aras.

      He had no idea whether he would need it, whether they would attack, but he wanted to be ready in case something changed.

      “He tells me that Theren has betrayed us,” Anna told her guard.

      Thomas frowned.

      And then the El’aras behind him surged forward.

      Gavin was ready.

      He darted to meet them, not bothering to unsheathe his sword or his dagger. Instead he grabbed for one of the El’aras. Spinning toward him, Gavin trapped the man’s arm under his, and he tried to chop, but the El’aras jumped back.

      Power flowed out of the man, who had a sneer on his face. He streaked forward, using his blade. Gavin let the power flow through him. Having taken the sh’rasn, he had more access to his core reserves than he had before. All he needed to do was catch this El’aras.

      He twisted and flowed through different movements, and found himself falling into the patterns of the Leier. In doing so, he blocked with his hands as if they were a sword, while pressing power out of him.

      Gavin used his core reserves and became one with that power, the way Anna had taught him. He embraced that energy, letting it flow outward. He shifted things for himself, and not only did his eyesight suddenly enhance, but his reaction speed intensified even more than it normally did. Everything seemed to work better than it had before. His strength was greater, his instincts sharpened, and every reaction more fluid.

      He focused on that energy and turned, gliding from place to place. He caught the El’aras by the wrist, turning it behind him. The man tried to push off, but Gavin was ready, and he channeled more power through his core reserves, holding the man’s arm behind his back.

      He threw the El’aras down on the ground, his shoulder hitting the cobbles, then Gavin slammed the man’s head down. The El’aras crumpled, falling still. He spun around, prepared for the other, but Thomas had already disarmed him, a dagger in his shoulder.

      Gavin breathed out.

      “What should we do with them?” Thomas asked.

      “Question them,” Anna said softly.

      “You won’t get the answers you want,” one of the other El’aras said. “You believed you could come here and work with this man. You think he will be the great champion, and that you can ensure the prophecy is fulfilled, but you will fail.” Gavin frowned as the El’aras gave him and Anna a cold look. “You believed you could make a bargain with the sorcerers, when so many of our people have suffered under their hand? A reckoning has been long overdue.”

      “I am the Risen Shard,” Anna said, approaching the El’aras. Gavin could practically feel her energy radiating from her—a magic he recognized, the energy flowing from her more powerful than Gavin could summon himself.

      Maybe it was the Shard, but maybe it was simply Anna and her control over it.

      “We have found peace,” she said. “As you must find peace.”

      “There will be no peace,” the El’aras scoffed. “Nothing but revenge for those who’ve destroyed us. They will pay for what has happened, for everything they have done.” He glanced over toward the edge of the city, where the hyadan surrounded it. “You can feel it now, can’t you?”

      “It does not matter,” Anna said.

      “How does it not matter?” the El’aras asked. “Given everything you have suffered through, it matters very much.”

      Gavin looked to the wall, to the barrier around Yoran.

      “The hyadan are going to feed on the magic around the city,” Gavin said.

      “No,” she said to him.

      “They will. And once they bring the enchantments down—”

      “I understand what you’re saying,” she said. “But if they are after this power, then there is one way we can end it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She looked down at the El’aras. “That is what you want, isn’t it? You want vengeance.”

      “You have failed your people,” he replied.

      She looked away, staring out into the distance, toward the outskirts of the city. “I think I know what must be done.”

      She started to walk away, and Thomas jammed the hilt of his sword against the other El’aras, crumpling him down to the ground.

      Thomas went racing after her. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “I am going to strike a bargain,” she explained.

      “A bargain?” Gavin asked, pressing his lips together in thought. “What sort of bargain?”

      “One that she should not make,” Thomas said. “You should not do this.”

      Anna shook her head. “What choice do we have?”

      “There’s always a choice.”

      “There is,” she said. “And I am making mine. If it’s vengeance they seek, I will do my part. Especially as I am the reason for it.”

      Gavin glanced around, squeezing the hilt of his blade, trying to make sure he was ready for the next possible attack. He was thankful for this moment, but the longer they stood here talking, the more likely it was that another attacker would come upon them. He knew they didn’t have much time remaining before that happened.

      And he still had to stop Theren. He had to get that keystone.

      And somehow destroy something of dark sorcery.

      “Why are you the reason for it?” Gavin asked Anna.

      “I am the one who brokered the agreement. That is what it means to be the Risen Shard,” she said.

      Gavin frowned. She had to be talking about something that happened long ago, which meant he didn’t really understand it. “What agreement?”

      She smiled sadly. “The one that led to our retreat.”

      “No,” Thomas said. “You cannot do this.”

      “There is no other way.”
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      Gavin caught up to Anna. He needed to block her from getting to the northern edge of the city. He couldn’t let her risk herself. Thomas stalked alongside her, but at one point, he had to run down a nearby street and fight with oncoming attackers. As Gavin watched Thomas swing his blade in a rapid blur, he wasn’t sure he would be able to do the same thing, given his current state. He needed more sh’rasn, but even with more powder, he didn’t know if it was going to be enough for him to keep fighting.

      “Anna?” he said.

      She didn’t look back at him.

      Thomas jogged in the shadows, and Gavin could see him looking toward them, as if waiting to see that Gavin would do what was needed to protect Anna.

      “What is it that you think you need to do exactly?” Gavin asked her.

      “I need to end this,” she said, looking out into the distance and the darkness of the night. “If you had come with us to learn, you would understand. You would know that the Risen Shard is responsible for uniting the families and ensuring peace. I did it the only way I knew how. I brokered peace with the sorcerers, and I forced our retreat.” She took a deep breath, then let it out. “I knew there was some resentment among the families about that, but I had not known how deeply that had become entrenched. I had not known that others would rebel. If he’s after me, then I am willing to go. I have no choice but to do so.”

      “It’s not going to change anything,” Gavin said. “You don’t know what he truly wants. You can’t know. Let me handle this.”

      She smiled sadly. “Unfortunately, you cannot. Besides, that is not how our people do things.”

      “It may not be, but it is how Theren thinks he needs to do things,” Gavin said.

      And he said nothing about whether he himself was one of her people. At this point, Gavin didn’t even know, and he didn’t know if it mattered, but he recognized that there was something else he might be able to do.

      “I can stop this,” Anna said.

      “They’re not after you.”

      “But they are,” she said softly. “The fact that they’re here tells me that, as does the Toral attack before. They have made their choice. This is what they want.”

      “You don’t know that,” Thomas said, catching up to them. He looked over to Gavin, and he frowned. “Listen to him.”

      Gavin could tell it troubled Thomas to say that, but there was a measure of respect that hadn’t been there before.

      “This is not your fight. This is ours,” Gavin said to her.

      “If I don’t go, it means war, and that is not what our people need.”

      “It will also mean war if you go with them.”

      She smiled tightly. “They blame me. I was the one who settled the dispute, so it is my turn to end this, to ensure that this does not happen again. As I said, my responsibility as the Risen Shard is to unite the people. I thought I had done so, but complications have clearly occurred.” She reached the edge of the city, and Gavin could feel the energy coming off the barrier. “I didn’t expect any of the families to ally with a Toral, but perhaps that was my mistake.”

      “What did that El’aras mean about the prophecy?” Gavin asked.

      Anna shook her head. “It’s one more thing you could learn, if you were willing.”

      There was a pair of enchanters nearby, though he recognized neither of them. Both had items in hand and looked as if they wanted to fight. Could they even do anything from where they were? Constables lined the wall, and a few of the Twelve stood with them.

      “Look at all of this,” Gavin said. “Everybody has joined the cause. We can fight this, but we’ll do it together.”

      As a team. Much like his team.

      “I appreciate what you have done, Gavin Lorren.” She smiled at him. “And I appreciate how you have finally become one with your connection. After this, you may be able to go to the El’aras and truly learn what it means to be one of us.”

      “I don’t want to go if you’re not there,” he said.

      “I’m afraid that is not going to be possible.”

      “Listen. We can stop them, but I’m going to need your help.” Gavin looked at the others and frowned. “I don’t know what else is going to happen here, but I do know that Theren does not represent all El’aras. I doubt he’s even acting on behalf of your people.”

      “There are enough who feel that way,” Anna said. “You are not part of the family, but perhaps you can be, if you have an opportunity to keep learning.”

      “It’s not a matter of learning right now,” Gavin said. “We need to understand what he wants, and I can tell you that he wants something.” He turned, and he could feel the energy pushing outward. “If it’s revenge, then we need to better understand what it is, and how to stop it, and—”

      Gavin didn’t get a chance to finish.

      The barrier came down.

      The hyadan swarmed.

      Several of the Twelve attacked, sending blades into the hyadan, which shrieked as they died. Anna nodded to Thomas, and he held her gaze for a moment before darting forward and meeting Theren in the fray.

      Thomas was fast, fluid, and though Gavin had fought him once before, he started to doubt whether he had faced him in his full power. There was energy that radiated from him, and every movement was a blur.

      Even enhanced, Gavin had a hard time keeping up with Thomas’s movements. It would take every bit of his core reserves, and perhaps more, to track what Thomas was doing.

      Gavin thought Theren had been powerful.

      “Do not despair, Gavin Lorren,” Anna said as they watched.

      He could already tell that Theren had an edge. He didn’t know what it was—perhaps enchantments, or perhaps the hyadan that were surrounding him from the stone he undoubtedly still possessed.

      The creatures delayed Thomas’s movements. Each time he had to react differently, to ensure the hyadan didn’t reach him, it prevented him from focusing on Theren fully.

      Thomas kept being forced back.

      Gavin was going to have to help.

      At this point, he didn’t know if he even could, but he knew he needed to do more. But he required more power. There was only one way he could get it.

      He turned to Anna. “I need more sh’rasn,” he said. “I need all you have.”

      She frowned at him. “Gavin—”

      “No,” he said. “I just need all you have, and then I’ll stop Theren. Once I do, we can destroy the keystone, and all of this can be over. And you don’t have to do… whatever it is you’re planning on doing.”

      She smiled sadly. “I’m not so sure there’s anything you can do differently.”

      “I disagree,” Gavin said.

      He looked out to see the hyadan surging toward them. There were dozens upon dozens of them, all of them sweeping in, and he knew he needed to work quickly.

      “Hurry,” he said.

      She grabbed something from her pocket and handed it over to him—a ceramic jar, delicately made, with El’aras writing on the surface. Gavin opened it, and he took all of the powder inside.

      It was more than he’d ever used at one time.

      Anna’s eyes widened. “You should not have taken so much. This will be dangerous for you.”

      As soon as he took the sh’rasn, Gavin could start to feel something changing. Energy flowed into him, power poured out through him. It was a way of reaching the energy of his core reserves, of his El’aras magic. And he pushed it through him, letting it drift outward, becoming one with it.

      He looked over to Anna. “You need to go back.”

      “You will not do this alone. He is one of mine.”

      Determination flashed in her eyes. She was beautiful and powerful, and Gavin didn’t think he could oppose her even if he wanted to.

      He took a deep breath, and they strode forward together.

      When they neared the closest group of hyadan, Anna pressed power out from her. Bands of blue power swirled away, looping around the nearest creatures and trapping them. Her energy carved through their power, clearing a pathway for them.

      Gavin had to find Theren.

      A blur moved past him, and Gavin spun and caught the El’aras coming toward him. He threw the El’aras down, kicking at the same time. The El’aras grunted in pain.

      Another blurred form hurtled toward him, this one with dark hair and lean features. Gavin held on to the energy within him and could follow the movement easily. He grabbed the El’aras and punched, connecting his fist with the side of the man’s head, sending him flying.

      “You can unite your people, but not like this,” Gavin said.

      Anna gave him a strained smile. “I have done all that I thought necessary to unite them. I am the Risen Shard. I would not have been able to use the Shard were I not, but perhaps this is what is truly needed to bring them together.” She glanced over to him, and her gaze drifted to his sword briefly before meeting his eyes. “This might be the cause that unifies us fully.”

      For a moment, Gavin worried that she was going to use this as an opportunity to leave Yoran to attack sorcerers, though he knew deep down that wasn’t what she would do.

      “This is not the right way to unite them,” he said. “Besides, it seems to me that there is a greater darkness here at work than what you’d told me. We saw the Toral before.”

      “Perhaps,” she said.

      And they weren’t here.

      Yet if they came…

      Gavin didn’t want to think about what would happen then. He was too tired to handle that kind of power.

      Another El’aras came at him. Gavin sped forward, bringing his fist around, and slammed the man down.

      “There are so many,” Anna said.

      “I will do everything I can to protect you,” he said.

      An El’aras surged toward him, and Gavin grabbed at him. He found that it was easier to fight by hand than to use his sword. Anna’s power continued to loop around her, pouring outward. She used it to capture target after target, destroying one hyadan after another.

      Gavin couldn’t see Theren anymore, and had no idea where he’d ended up. If they could reach Theren, they could end all of this.

      They reached an opening. Gavin pushed out with his power and felt something.

      Energy.

      It pulsed in time with what he felt in his pocket.

      “It’s up ahead,” he said.

      They started forward, and the darkness followed. Gavin fought through several hyadan, but none that were too difficult for him. But they kept coming.

      He had to be getting close to the stone.

      “They’re feeding on the enchantments around the city,” Gavin explained.

      “They are creatures of darkness,” Anna said. “They are not creatures our kind should utilize. This kind of power corrupts. There are very few who can recognize this power and not be corrupted by it.”

      “There are some that can be?”

      “Perhaps,” she said. “But it is unusual.”

      Gavin continued to kill one hyadan after another, but even as he did, he realized that he did not need to.

      Anna was creating a pathway for them. One that was leading them directly to Theren.

      He stood alone outside of the city, dark energy swirling away from him.

      “I need the keystone,” Gavin said as he approached.

      Theren continued to pour power out from him. He glared at Gavin, who braced himself, though he didn’t know if there was anything he could truly do to prepare for what he would have to do. He had already faced off against Theren, who had already proven that he had enough skill, knowledge, and control over his El’aras abilities to overpower Gavin.

      That didn’t mean Gavin wouldn’t try.

      He had faced hopeless fights before. But this was not a hopeless fight.

      He had something he had never had when he’d fought on Tristan’s behalf: the desire to succeed.

      “You should not have come,” Theren said. “Now I have to thank you for bringing her to me. She’s the one responsible for what has taken place, for all of this. She would like to believe she will not face the consequences, but she must. Even the Risen Shard cannot do this.”

      “You are not the prophesied one,” Anna said. “I know the key to bringing our people together. It has been foreseen.”

      Theren chuckled. “Do you think the great Gavin Lorren, the Chain Breaker, is?”

      Anna held his gaze, saying nothing.

      “He is not!” Theren roared.

      Shadows began to swirl, and they came toward Gavin.

      El’aras. A dozen of them. All of them powerful.

      Gavin wasn’t going to be able to stop this.

      “Once I have the Shard, then I can truly end all of this,” Theren said. “The hyadan were only a means to an end, but now this can all be over. And then the reign of sorcery will be over too. The El’aras can return to our lands.”

      Anna was calling on power, but Gavin could already tell that there were limits to what she could do. He focused on the energy of his core reserves, on the El’aras magic that filled him, and he pushed out. But this time, he channeled it through the ring as well. Rather than using that energy, though, he let it stay inside him, simmering, a power that flowed within.

      He had to master the ring.

      When he had tried before, Gavin had only intermittently succeeded. He had to guarantee success this time, to ensure he had that power. If he could not, then not only would he fail, and not only would Theren succeed, but much more would be at stake.

      He reached for the energy of the ring. It flowed within him, coming gradually, but with an increasing intensity as it built up through him. Everything started to slow.

      Gavin turned toward the dozen El’aras. Without the power of the ring, and the power within himself, he might not be able to handle this. But he was wrapped in magic, with power similar to a Toral ring.

      His strength wasn’t even going to come from just him, though. It would come from his willingness to look for other sources of power, from his willingness to fight with his varied skills. Gavin didn’t use just one technique. He wasn’t a master of only a single fighting style.

      He was the Chain Breaker.

      Gavin reached for his sword. He borrowed from the Leier style, he borrowed from what he had seen of Theren, he borrowed from everything Tristan had taught him.

      Everything slowed around him.

      He darted through the El’aras, filled with the power he held on to through the ring. The energy flowed from deep within and radiated from him. He slammed into one after another, driving fist or knee or elbow or sword into the El’aras.

      As he fought, he was aware of something.

      Power. Coming from Anna. Gavin recognized it and wondered why he should feel it so strongly now. Perhaps because he had taken the sh’rasn, which gave him even more energy.

      Gavin let the El’aras circle around him, and then he exploded outward. The magic within him slammed into the others and threw them backward. He darted forward and worked his way through the remaining El’aras, knocking some out, killing those he had to, and then he turned to Theren.

      He had Anna.

      Theren wore a victorious expression as he held on to Anna, keeping her in front of him with her arms pinned behind her back. Her attempts to use her power failed, somehow extinguished by whatever Theren had done.

      If she had the Shard, she might have succeeded, but without it…

      She was powerful, but power had limits.

      Theren had found that limit, and he had overwhelmed her.

      “You see, Chain Breaker?” he taunted. “Do you see what you have failed to do? And you have brought the Shard to me.”

      “You cannot use it,” Anna said.

      She was rigid, and Gavin couldn’t understand why she was held in place the way she was, but then realized that bands of dark energy swirled around her.

      He’d seen that energy before. It was what had attacked them in the clearing outside of Yoran.

      Did Theren have the Toral ring?

      Gavin thought about how hard Theren had been for him to stop. Even his El’aras abilities had seemed greater than what most had. And there was how quickly he had managed to return to the city. Gavin had assumed that Theren had enchantments, but what if that wasn’t the case?

      He was the Toral.

      All this time.

      Gavin now understood how Theren believed he would be able to control the hyadan. And with the Toral ring, it was possible he could have.

      “You targeted her,” Gavin said.

      Theren chuckled. “Unfortunately, you intervened, but not for long. You also provided me with another opportunity.”

      “You’re not strong enough to handle this,” Anna said. “You cannot take in the power of the Shard.”

      “Take it in?” he said. “I don’t intend to do that. The Shard will be used the way it must, the way our people need it to be used—to stop the sorcerers. All of this will return to us what is meant to be. I’ve done all of this for our people.”

      “No,” Gavin said.

      Theren turned to him, dark power continuing to swirl around him.

      Gavin blinked and steadied himself. His energy was starting to fade. He’d drawn upon the sh’rasn, the ring, and had used too much to fight Theren.

      “And you,” Theren said. “So easy to manipulate. That is your downfall. And to think he thought you were his prized champion. It will be his great failure.”

      Gavin tried to start forward, but couldn’t.

      Whose champion? Could it be Tristan?

      No. Tristan had attacked him. At least, that was what Gavin had believed.

      He had to find a way to survive all of this, to get his answers.

      Gavin looked at Anna, and her face was rigid. She was trying to resist, but Theren was stronger than her. The Toral ring he possessed gave him that power.

      “And here you thought I was only your warrior,” Theren said, glaring down at Anna. “Do you realize what I have trained to do my entire life? What I have been willing to do? How much I have sacrificed to get to this point?”

      “You have sacrificed yourself,” Anna said. She cocked her head, looking over to Gavin. “And you still will not have what you desire.”

      “Who will stop me? You? The champion?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      Theren laughed, and there was no mirth in it the way Gavin had once thought he had. There was nothing but anger filling his voice. “I have seen your champion, how weak he is. He’s a man who thinks himself a great warrior, but he is nothing.”

      “He’s learning, which is more than can be said about you.”

      With that, Anna broke free and pulled her arms apart. Power began to flow from her. Gavin expected it to target Theren, but instead it looped backward, into him.

      As soon as it hit Gavin, something changed.

      The ring started to vibrate, and power began to flow out of him.

      Theren focused on Anna, and seemed completely oblivious to the fact that Gavin was now filled with a different sort of power. All he had to do was move forward.

      Theren wanted to destroy. Gavin had to stop him.

      Too late, Theren turned toward him. He brought his sword up, but Gavin twisted off to the side, then jammed upward with his sword. He caught Theren in the throat, no differently than he would with one of the hyadan.

      Theren’s eyes opened wide as blood bubbled out from his throat. He collapsed, and blue energy consumed him.

      Gavin sank to the ground. He tried to get up, but his strength had faded. Too much had poured out of him. At this point, he didn’t know if he would have enough left for what he needed to do.

      “Easy,” Anna said, holding her hands out to stop him from standing.

      “The stone,” he muttered. “He has the keystone.”

      “Yes,” she said. “I will take care of it.”

      “Destroy.”

      “Yes.”

      Gavin looked up, and for a moment, he feared she would not. He knew how the El’aras felt about sorcerers. The dark power within the stone would grant them the ability to destroy all with magic, but it was more than just that. It would permit them to reclaim these lands, something he wasn’t sure was possible without hurting too many people, destroying too many lives. He hoped he hadn’t misread Anna.

      She crouched down, reached into Theren’s pockets, and held out the dark stone. She wrapped her hand around it, whispered a soft word, and the stone exploded.

      “That’s much easier than what I did,” Gavin said.

      She chuckled. “Yes. You can learn to do it too.”

      His strength continued to wane, and as much as he wanted to figure out what else he needed to do, he didn’t know if he could.

      “Rest,” she said. “When you awaken, we must talk about the next step.”

      “The next step?”

      “In your training. It’s time for you to fully understand what it means for you to be El’aras.”

      Gavin looked up and held her gaze, and then he faded, his strength gone. As he drifted off, he wondered if perhaps she was right. Perhaps it was time for him to understand. At the same time, he was left with questions that lingered in his mind.

      What if Tristan had not betrayed him?

      What if Tristan had prepared me for all of this?
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      The city had changed.

      There was a strangeness to everything, and it took Gavin a while to try to understand just what it was. Mostly it had to do with the fact that he couldn’t feel the energy of his core reserves, even though he had recovered as much as he needed to tap into that power. It existed within him, but it also had hints of the lingering sh’rasn that had helped replenish him.

      As far as he knew, he should have been asleep for the better part of several weeks, but he had only slept for a few hours before rejoining the others in the Dragon.

      It was as it had been before he’d left.

      Gavin had worried about that. When he’d returned the city, he had not had the opportunity to check on the Roasted Dragon, or the people within it, only knowing that they were still alive.

      But now…

      Now he knew the Dragon had emerged from this unscathed.

      He found Wrenlow sitting with the book in front of him, Olivia across from him. As Gavin approached, she got to her feet, brushing her dark hair out of her eyes as she tipped her head to him politely.

      “You don’t have to go,” Gavin said.

      “I think the two of you have something to talk about.”

      “Is it serious?” he said, chuckling.

      She glanced over to Wrenlow, then back to Gavin. “Did my enchantment serve you well?”

      “Your enchantments always serve me well. How are you managing, with access to magic shut off?”

      She smiled. “It’s only shut off for some.” She didn’t elaborate, and nodded to him before making her way toward the kitchen, disappearing from the main tavern area.

      Gavin sank down into the booth, across from Wrenlow. His eyes had dark rings around them, and he made a note in his book before closing it when Gavin took a seat.

      “I wasn’t expecting to see you so soon,” Wrenlow said. “When you mentioned that you had to use that powder again, I guess I thought you’d be sleeping for a lot longer.”

      “Me too,” Gavin said.

      “Where did you sleep?”

      “I used the lair.”

      No point in denying it, and certainly not to Wrenlow. Wrenlow knew that he had been using that space to rest and recuperate and to isolate himself from others.

      “You could’ve let me know,” Wrenlow said. “I would’ve come and watched over you.”

      “You didn’t need to.”

      “I see. Anna did?” There was just a hint of a smile on his lips, though not nearly as much as what Gavin would’ve expected out of him normally.

      “No. She had quite a bit to coordinate following the attack.”

      “Did she leave?” Wrenlow asked.

      Gavin didn’t miss the note of eagerness in his voice.

      “Not yet,” he said.

      “I see. Well, I imagine you intend to go with her this time.”

      Gavin had given it some thought. It was probably time for him to leave. The city was protected now, after all. The constables had done their part, and the enchanters were working with them to keep the city safe. There was no real reason for him to stay, other than his friendships.

      Surprisingly, that was more than enough reason for Gavin to feel like he needed to wait.

      “Eventually,” he said, holding out the ring, “I’m going to have to learn how to control this. Right now, I just don’t know how to do so. I can feel the power within it, and there are times when it works the way it should, but other times when it fails on me. I don’t fully understand why that would be, but I want to understand.”

      “I think you need to,” Wrenlow said.

      “If I go…”

      Wrenlow leaned forward. “I know what it means.”

      “I’m not decided. Not yet.”

      Gavin glanced up as the door to the Dragon opened. A younger couple came in, and they took up a table near the door. He had seen them here before, and he relaxed. The minstrel who was performing had a harsh, raspy voice. Gavin chuckled to himself.

      “What about Gaspar and Imogen?” he asked.

      Wrenlow shrugged. “I don’t know what they’re doing.”

      “They’ve been keeping in touch with you, haven’t they?”

      He shrugged again. “A little bit. I know that Imogen has been looking for somebody. They don’t tell me much. She thinks that some person from her homeland might be here? Again, I don’t know what to make of it.”

      The girl. Amitha. That had to be who Imogen was looking for.

      “Do you want to tell me how the enchanters are able to use magic in the city?” Gavin asked.

      Wrenlow shifted nervously, and he glanced past him, looking toward the kitchen door.

      “I don’t know that it makes a difference in your access to magic,” he said.

      “They have an enchantment on them, I presume,” Gavin said. He didn’t want to force Wrenlow into deciding between helping Gavin and protecting the woman he cared about. “I’m curious if I could get one.”

      “I could see what I can do.”

      “I don’t intend to use it unless needed,” Gavin explained.

      Wrenlow arched a brow at him. “Unless you need it?”

      “Well, it really depends on what I encounter in the city before I leave.”

      “You’re the one who wanted to get the constables working with the enchanters.”

      Gavin nodded. “I am.”

      “And now you’re disappointed that the enchanters are giving them a way of protecting the city?”

      Gavin chuckled. “Not exactly.”

      He tried to tap into his core reserves, reaching for that energy, and found that it evaded him again. It continued to do so, despite every attempt he made.

      Could I use the ring?

      Keeping his hand below the table, Gavin twisted the ring and focused on the power inside.

      “I’m going to need you to do something for me,” Gavin said, looking across the table at Wrenlow. “I discovered something while we were gone, and it raised even more questions after we returned, as we were fighting the El’aras. There is some sort of prophecy they have. I think it involves Anna, in some way.”

      “You can just ask her, I would imagine,” Wrenlow said.

      “I’m sure I could.”

      “Why don’t you want to?”

      “Because she’s been concealing something from me. I’m not exactly sure what it is, so don’t ask, but it’s tied to this prophecy. Maybe it’s related to whatever it means for her to be the Risen Shard, but it might be something else.”

      And there was something else about it that troubled Gavin.

      There was somebody else involved in the prophecy.

      Could that be what Tristan was after?

      He wouldn’t put it past Tristan to have tried to position himself to fulfill some prophecy. Maybe that was the reason he had Gavin serve him the way he had all those years. Could he have been eliminating people who stood in the way of him fulfilling the prophecy? Or better yet, could Tristan have been trying to ensure he achieved what was necessary for him to be seen as a part of that prophecy?

      Those were the answers Gavin needed before he questioned Anna. He wanted to have some information so that when he asked, he wouldn’t have to worry about her concealing something from him.

      “I can look into it,” Wrenlow said, shifting in his seat again. “I don’t know how much I’ll be able to uncover, though. The constables have access to some records, so we could dig there as well, but—”

      Gavin leaned forward. “I’m not asking you to do something you don’t want to do.”

      “It’s not that,” Wrenlow said quickly.

      Gavin studied his friend, and for the first time, he started to wonder.

      Wrenlow had been with him for so many years now. For a long time, Gavin had felt as if Wrenlow couldn’t do anything without Gavin, but maybe he hadn’t been giving Wrenlow enough credit. Maybe Wrenlow had decided that it was time for him to do something without Gavin. They had wandered long enough.

      “See what you can come up with,” Gavin said. “That’s all I ask.”

      “If I find out something, does that mean you’re leaving sooner than you plan to otherwise?”

      Gavin watched him, unable to read whether there was a hint of excitement laced in the question, or if there was concern. Either way, there was something more there.

      He shook his head. “I just need to understand. If it involves Anna, I need to know.”

      Gavin looked over toward the kitchen as the door opened. Jessica strode out, carrying a tray, her chestnut hair pulled back behind her, an apron covering her pale blue dress. A twinkle flashed in her eyes, but it faded when she saw him, though the smile on her lips remained.

      It seemed like more and more people were ready for him to move on. And maybe it was time. Gavin swallowed.

      Am I ready?

      Something vibrated in his pocket, and he reached in and pulled out the marker Anna had given him. He hadn’t expected that it would signal to him, or that she would reach out so soon. He figured that she would have many loose ends to deal with, though it was entirely possible that with her powers, she had already managed to do so.

      And it might indicate that she was leaving.

      Which meant Gavin would have to make a decision.

      He had been working on the belief that he was in control of what choice he made, but maybe that wasn’t the case. Maybe others had decided on his behalf, the way it always seemed. First Tristan, then Cyran leading him to Yoran and forcing him to do whatever he wanted of Gavin. And then there were others—the Fates, the enchanters, and now the constables—all wanting Gavin to do one thing or another.

      He thought he had his own choices to make about what he would do.

      Perhaps that was his mistake.

      The marker stopped vibrating, and Gavin squeezed it for a moment before sticking it back into his pocket. Anna would call him again, he had no doubt about that. Eventually, and maybe even now, he was going to have to go with her. He was at least part El’aras. Soon it would be time for him to understand what that meant.

      “Why don’t we have a drink?” Wrenlow said. “We can celebrate, and you can tell me all you know and remember about Loruv. I haven’t been there before, and I would love to take some notes on how it’s structured. And about the Muvarth.”

      Gavin could tell that Wrenlow forced out the comments, and that he didn’t have the same excitement he normally did. It was probably because he felt like he needed to continue working with Gavin.

      “Only if you want to.”

      Wrenlow wore a feigned expression of shock. “Why wouldn’t I want to?”

      Gavin held his gaze on him for a brief moment. “No reason. I can tell you all I remember. You’re going to fill in all the pages of that book with what I learned.”

      Wrenlow’s typical excitement returned. Then his eyes darted toward the kitchen—toward Olivia—and the excitement faded.

      It really was time for Gavin to move on.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Grab the next book in The Chain Breaker: The Order Returns!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading The Stone Wolf. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      All my best,

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.
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