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Chapter 1




Eliska swerved to avoid a fountain of rock ejecting out of the cliff to her left, but she didn’t get clear in time. Gravel pelted her in the head and made her scream. 

Yann Dilnao and the Barbarian Servant Anríq closed on either side of her, but they couldn’t protect themselves, either.

Eliska stuck her staff in the air and fired a jet of magic over their party. Her protective field sure felt small, now that it only covered herself, Anríq, Yann, and Marine trailing along behind.

The stone cliffs flanking this canyon blasted out of position and rumbled higher and higher to the skies. They kept on growing without stopping and the landscape closed in from all sides.

Broken rock tumbled out of cracks to rain on the party. Eliska’s shield caught most of the rubble, but that wasn’t the worst of it.

The travelers should have raced out the end of the canyon into open country by now, but the cliffs kept building new walls in front of the four friends.

The walls jutted up in two parallel lines running away around corners and veering at intersections. The canyons twisted into a maze of confused channels leading nowhere.

“We gotta get out of here!” Yann yelled. 

Eliska tried to look around for some way out. She almost tripped over her own feet when one of the nearest cliff walls started to change.

It morphed in strange shapes and then reformed into a giant creature. 

She didn’t recognize it as any kind of Darkling. It looked more like one of the monsters from the Layer where she and Marine got trapped alone.

The monster roared, arched the spikes on its curved back, raised massive, jointed arms to the skies, and brought them down on top of the travelers.

The monster’s fists smashed into the canyon floor with brutal force and created another earthquake.

The travelers wheeled away to save themselves only to almost get pulverized by another monster coming at them from the right.

The cliffs kept growing and transforming everywhere Eliska looked. They all came after the travelers and stomped and punched into the ground trying to smash the friends.

She took her staff down to fire at the monsters, but that meant removing the shield of protection. 

When she did hit the monsters, they exploded in hurricanes of revolving debris that put the travelers in just as much danger.

The monsters stepped on each other, kicked each other, and fought each other trying to get close to the group. 

The monsters roared at each other, but instead of turning on each other, they all suddenly seemed to come to a decision to work together to capture or destroy the group.

Eliska spun backward to plant herself in their path. At least she could guard her friends’ retreat.

She unloaded on the monsters and shielded herself at the same time, but the whole mountain range came alive and more monsters burst out of every ridge and peak.

They detonated in the beam of her magic, fell down in piles of rubble, and other monsters climbed over their fallen comrades to close on the party.

Anríq sprang over to her side, hauled back his club, and pounded one monster after another. His booming thumps disintegrated the rock monsters.

Clouds of flying shards sprayed Marine. She screamed and ducked under her arms. Yann grabbed her and pulled her away. 

“Come on, Marine!” he yelled. “Keep moving!”

Eliska didn’t turn around to see how sane Marine was acting right now. Eliska kept up a constant barrage of magical blasts to shatter the rock monsters as fast as they would come.

Anríq had to keep spinning one way and the other to hit them all. He launched himself off the ground to hammer them closer to their faces.

Eliska caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of her eye and glanced behind her. More of the same kind of monsters shot out of the mountains all around here. How were there even mountains here anymore?

She turned to confront these new monsters, but those facing her circled to box her in. 

She also caught a glimpse of the cliffs. They towered over her and Anríq in a complete ring. The friends couldn’t get out of here. They were trapped.

“Hold on, Anríq!” she yelled. “I’m going to shatter the Island!”

“Do it now!” he roared from high above her head. Every strike of his club exploded another rock monster.

She swiped her staff in a circle, jammed it down into the earth at her feet, and detonated the bedrock under the surface. The Layer exploded and threw everyone into mayhem.

Marine screamed again. Eliska caught sight of Yann holding onto Marine as they both cartwheeled off into space.

Anríq hurtled past Eliska falling way too fast. She dove for him, but she couldn’t catch him in time. 

She fired her staff at him, magnetized her to him with a binding spell, and his bulky body slammed into her way too hard. 

She grunted in pain, but she managed to pull Yann and Marine to her, too, before they all plunged through a curtain of fire into another sky full of storm clouds.

Icy rain whipped everywhere and lightning crackled back and forth around the travelers. Gravity yanked them sideways and the four friends hurtled between thunderclaps.

They burst out into another howling tornado tearing the Layer apart. 

“Do you see any land?!” Yann yelled in her ear.

“I don’t see anything!” she hollered back.

“Can you get us anywhere—before we crash into the ground somewhere?”

She raised her hand to create her Coil projection to see where they were, but she didn’t want to take her eyes off the storm.

At that moment, a colossal force slammed down on the four friends from above—or what Eliska thought was above. She couldn’t be sure which direction was up.

The impact flattened all four of them onto a hard stone surface and knocked the wind out of Eliska’s lungs. She gasped and spluttered trying to orient herself….and then she saw where she was.

She pried herself off the floor in a neat room constructed of grey stone. The four stone walls met up with a heavy timber ceiling. 

The room even had nice furnishings in it. An ornately carved wooden lectern stood in the center of the room with a high, three-legged stool topped with a red velvet cushion. A massive book lay open on the lectern.

A wooden bench sat under one of several tall, thin, pointed cathedral windows in all four walls. Colorful embroidered tapestries hung from the walls between the windows.

More desks stood against the opposite wall between the windows. A strong wooden door with iron fittings exited the room to the left.

Eliska peeled herself off the floor and pushed herself up onto her knees. Those windows looked out into a cold grey sky, but a cheerful fire crackled in a massive stone fireplace to one side. It made the room toasty and comfortable.

“Where are we?” Yann choked.

“I don’t know. At least we’re on solid ground again.” Eliska looked out one of the windows. “It looks like we’re in an Island somewhere.”

Another gasp cut them off. “I know where we are!” Marine shot to her feet. She acted awfully sane all of a sudden. “This is the Temple—the Temple of the Guardian Templars!”

“Are you sure?” Yann asked. “How can you be sure just from seeing one room?”

“You don’t understand!” She raced around the room looking at everything and touching all the furniture. She dashed from desk to desk and tapestry to tapestry. “This is more than just any old temple. This is my temple! This is the Temple where I did my training! This is the temple that got destroyed in the other Layer—Brother Matherus’s Temple!”

“How is that possible?” Eliska asked. “You saw the ruins. Brother Matherus died when the Temple got destroyed.”

“Maybe it didn’t get destroyed,” Yann suggested. “Maybe it just moved when the landscape shifted.”

Marine was too busy feasting her eyes on everything. She rushed to the lectern and actually screamed when she saw the book. Her hand flew to her mouth.

“What’s wrong?” Eliska got to her feet and took a step forward, but she didn’t want to go over there to see what made Marine so distressed.

Marine pointed at the book with shaking fingers. “This proves it! This was the book Brother Matherus was working on when I left the Temple.”

“That proves that it couldn’t be the same Temple,” Eliska pointed out. “You left the Temple long before it got destroyed. He couldn’t have been working on the same book.”

Marine’s eyes shot up and skimmed the room. She didn’t see her three friends standing right in front of her. 

“Do you realize what this means?!” she whispered. “It means we can access the whole Temple library! We can look up everything we need to know about the Voyant!”

“You said your order didn’t know about the Voyant,” Eliska reminded her. “You said that was the reason you went into the Dark Layers and communed with Darklings.”

Marine pointed at her. “Aha! I gotcha! I said I went into the Dark to find out the Voyant’s plans. The order already knew about the Voyant. Anyway, the Brothers and Masters didn’t tell me everything they knew about him.”

“Then you could find the bolus of knowledge,” Eliska suggested. “Or you could use the library to find out the information that the order put into the bolus of knowledge.”

Marine touched her forefinger to her lips and cocked her head to look off into space. “Theoretically—yes.”

“Why didn’t they tell you everything?” Yann asked. “Why would they keep it from you if you were going into the Dark to get information for them?”

“That’s the thing, see? I was barely an initiate to the order. My father sent me here to receive my education and to train to use my magic. I wasn’t even planning to join the order when all of this happened.”

“I don’t understand,” Eliska replied. “Why does that mean they would keep important information from you?”

“Because I was just an initiate. I was never a full Templar and I was never going to be one. No one under the rank of Brother has access to the library. Even the lower-ranked Brothers aren’t allowed access to everything in the library. The order reserves most of their more closely guarded records for senior Brothers at the very least and some of it only for Masters.”

“Which one was Wesh?” Eliska asked.

“I don’t know. I never asked him.”

Yann looked around. “So where’s the library?”

Marine turned to the door to leave the room. “I’ll show you.” 








  
  
Chapter 2




Yann went over to one of the peaked cathedral windows and looked out at the sky surrounding the Guardian Temple. 

“We’re in a tower—and I can’t see the ground. We might not be attached to any solid ground at all. We might be stuck in an air Layer.”

Eliska crossed to his side to take a look. “This room might be an Island all by itself. We might not be able to get to the library. It might not even exist.”

“I’m going to find out.” Marine pulled the door open.

The others followed her outside onto a stone landing leading to a wide spiral staircase.

“How are you so sane all of a sudden, Marine?” Eliska asked. “I still have my magic which means you and Anríq must have yours, too.”

“I do,” Marine chirped over her shoulder. “The Temple’s magic protects me from the Dark—which means the Temple’s magic is still intact.”

“So you’ll lose your sanity if we ever leave here?” Yann asked.

She grinned at him over her shoulder. “I guess so. Some things are more important than keeping your sanity.”

“What’s the point if you don’t ever get any useful information out of the Darklings?” Eliska asked. “You’ve been communing with them all this time and you haven’t found out anything we can use.”

“I can only keep trying.” Marine kept climbing down, stopped at another landing, and pulled open another equally sturdy door.

This one led into a towering chamber with massive, crisscrossed timber arches rising overhead. Porticos and carved stone colonnades led into other halls on either side.

Desks stood in rows in some of these halls. Others contained long tables lined with chairs.

Lively fires burned in the fireplaces in each room, but the whole Temple echoed with an ominous silence.

“Where is everyone?” Yann whispered.

“They should be here!” Marine breathed. “There should be thousands of people living and working here—servants, household staff, Templars, students—even local villagers worked here.” She peered into each room as the group passed. “I don’t understand.”

“Maybe the Temple is under a spell,” Eliska remarked.

“Or maybe the upheaval moved the Temple and left the people behind,” Yann suggested. His eyes flew open. “I know! Maybe this is the bolus of knowledge! Brother Matherus said he and the other Templars hid the bolus in the Layers. What better way than to transport the whole Temple somewhere else? That would distract the Voyant into killing all the Templars. He wouldn’t know where the Temple was.”

“I don’t think so,” Marine replied. “We didn’t do anything special to find this Temple. We would have had to use powerful magic to break whatever concealment spell the Templars used to hide the bolus. We wouldn’t have just accidentally fallen into it.”

“Don’t you think it’s a little too convenient that we did just accidentally fall into it?” Eliska asked. “Don’t you think it’s a little too coincidental that we were falling through random Layers and we just magically happened to fall into the one place in the whole Coil that could give us the information we’ve been looking for? Sorry. I don’t buy it.”

Marine cocked her head again. “You might be right.”

“I am right. We didn’t wind up here by accident.”

“Then how did we wind up here?” Yann asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe the Templars did something so that members of the order would be able to find it if they needed it.”

“But I’m not a member of the order—not one of any rank,” Marine pointed out. “If they did that, wouldn’t they reserve that for Brothers and Masters?”

“You were a member of the order even if you were only an initiate,” Eliska countered. “You’re on a mission for the order and you’re looking for information to carry out that mission. Maybe that had something to do with it.”

Marine shrugged that away. “Maybe.”

“So where’s the library?” Yann asked again.

“Over here.”

Marine led the way through a bunch of different corridors—all of them completely deserted.

Every room radiated with warmth. Not a speck of dust marred the windowsills or the furniture. Everything looked like the people living here just stepped out a few minutes ago.

The group passed another hall full of long tables lined with chairs. This one actually had plates and cutlery sitting at each place.

“I’m hungry,” Yann murmured.

Marine giggled. “I’ll take you to the kitchens after we check the library.”

The group came to another staircase, climbed it, filed down some more corridors, and took another spiral staircase into another tower.

Eliska studied Yann on the way. He didn’t show any further sign of distress over his father’s death—and Rien Dugas’s death—but they must have still bothered Yann under the surface.

Eliska made up her mind to keep an eye on him, but she didn’t bring it up. She didn’t want to dredge up painful memories. Getting over his father’s loss would be hard enough.

Marine finally came to a massive set of double doors. The Templars had carved the heavy wooden planks with all kinds of bizarre figures, scenes, and undulating patterns.

Marine pushed open one of the doors and the group stepped into a gargantuan library.

The chamber rose out of sight with countless bookshelves loaded with books. Multiple levels, landings, and staircases connected them to each other. 

“How do we find anything about the Voyant in here?” Yann whispered.

“We have to use magic.” Marine crossed the hall and stepped up on another raised lectern near the door. 

Eliska didn’t see any other desks or lecterns in the place—just miles and miles of books.

“If you aren’t allowed to see the books because you aren’t highly ranked enough, won’t the library block you from seeing them now?” Eliska asked.

Marine only shrugged again. “We can only try, right?”

She raised one hand, shut her eyes, and a bright white light glowed from her palm. Nothing happened at first…and then a large book materialized on the lectern in front of her.

“Wow!” Eliska breathed. “How did you do that?”

Marine opened her eyes. “That’s the way the library works. Anyone can come in here and request the book they want—or they would come in here if they were allowed in here.” She made a face over her shoulder. “Which I’m not. I wouldn’t dare to come in here if any of the Brothers were around.”

“So how do you find out what you want to know?” Yann stepped onto the lectern next to her and looked down at the book. “This thing is huge. It would take us weeks to read this and it might not even contain the information we want.”

“That’s easy.” Marine extended her hand over the book and created the same glow.

The book floated open, laid itself out on the lectern in front of her, and the pages rustled. They stopped at a certain page.

Yann and Marine bent over it. Eliska and Anríq stayed where they were.

Marine ran her finger down the columns of written text. “Here it is. This lists the names of the previous Voyants….their birth and death dates….and which Islands they originally came from.”

“Does it say anything about them having an order of members?” Eliska asked.

“Here. Take a look at this,” Marine called without looking up. “This says the Voyant serves the King in the White Spire.” She frowned to herself. “Hmm.”

“I thought you said the Voyant lives in the White Spire,” Eliska pointed out.

Marine studied the page in front of her and then waved Eliska up to the lectern. “Come up here. I need you to help me figure this out.”

Eliska shuffled her feet. “I…uh….I don’t know how to read.”

Marine blinked at her. “You don’t?”

Eliska looked away. “I never learned. No one ever taught me.”

“I don’t know how to read, either,” Anríq interjected.

Marine looked back and forth between them. Eliska cringed when she saw the wheels turning in Marine’s head. Now the cat was out of the bag.

Marine finally waved that away. “Well, come up here anyway. You’re making me nervous standing down there like a couple of ghosts.”

She turned back to the book. Eliska and Anríq exchanged glances. Then they both climbed up on the other side of the lectern.

Yann and Marine went on studying the book as though Eliska and Anríq not knowing how to read meant nothing.

Column upon column of microscopic script covered every page. Marine ran her finger down the columns. 

“Oseon Yuanov…..Borio Hateras…..Zatrevis Mirini….” Marine muttered.

“What does that mean?” Eliska asked.

“Those are the names of the previous Voyant Mendicats,” Yann explained. “This lists all their births and deaths—so I guess that means they all started out as normal human beings.”

“Oseon Yuanov was born in 9351 in the Lake Country,” Marine read. “He died in 9397….in the White Spire.”

“So he did live in the White Spire,” Eliska pointed out. “How could the Voyant live there at the same time as the King?”

“We don’t know they lived there at the same time,” Yann reasoned. “Maybe the Voyant acts as some kind of regent.”

“Borio Hateras was born in 17395,” Marine interjected. “That’s more than six hundred years after the previous Voyant’s death.”

Eliska gasped. “Why so long? That must rule out any kind of continuous succession or recruitment or whatever method they’re using to hand down their power.”

Marine frowned. “The same goes for Zatrevis Mirini. He wasn’t even born until a hundred years after Borio Hateras’s death. Something fishy is going on here.”

“Can you find out any other information about the current Voyant?” Yann asked.

Marine ran down the whole list of names. Her shoulders slumped when she got to the bottom. “He isn’t here. The last entry is listed more than five hundred years ago.”

“Maybe that’s the point,” Yann remarked. “Maybe the Voyants only come out during instability cycles.”

“Is there a way to find out?” Eliska asked. “Can we correlate the Voyants’ lifespans with the instability cycles?”

“I have a better idea.” Marine straightened up and raised her hand to close the book. It floated back into the enormous stacks.

“What are you going to do?” Yann asked.

“I’m going to find out about the King in the White Spire. It doesn’t make sense that the Voyant would be there and the King would be there. There must be some connection. I mean….there is a connection—the spire itself.”

She used her magic to bring out a different book. This one looked newer and not so big.

“What is it?” Eliska asked.

“This will show us the genealogies for the Kings in the White Spire. It will tell us who they are and any other information the order has on them.”

She opened the book to a random page—except that it wasn’t a random page.

“Holy crap!” Eliska breathed. “These are the same auras we saw in the tunnels!”

“These must be the Voyants,” Yann pointed out.

“They can’t be. Look.” Marine pointed at the glowing figures’ heads. “They’re all wearing crowns. These must be the kings.”

“Then why are they glowing—and they have that purple glow in their chests,” Yann observed.

Marine turned page after page covered in the same figures. The same combination of couples covered every page.

Some of the couples were one man and one woman. Others were two women together or two men together. Some were old or young or a combination of both.

“Look at that.” Eliska pointed to a pair on the third page. “This one is wearing a crown and this one isn’t. What do you think it means?”

“Let’s find out.” Marine extended her hand over the book. A bunch of pages flipped to more lines of text.

She bent over and started reading. “Here we go. This lists the birth and death dates and the….” She trailed off.

Yann cocked his head to read over her shoulder. “Oh, I get it now! The kingship is passed down from father to son.”

“Wait a minute,” Marine interrupted. “Something doesn’t add up here.” She flipped a bunch of pages without using magic and came to the end of the list. “Here it is. The last king was Yimichi Ocuron. This says the Noleron Kupuro was the king’s chief advisor until the king’s death. Then Kupuro became the Voyant Mendicat and became Ruler in the White Spire—but it doesn’t say he became King.”

“He couldn’t become King,” Yann pointed out. “Kupuro wasn’t the king’s son.”

“Yimichi Ocuron and Noleron Kupuro are Barbarian names,” Anríq interrupted. 

Everyone whipped around to stare at him. “Seriously?!” Yann gasped.

“Are you sure?” Marine exclaimed. “How could Barbarians become King?”

“I don’t have an explanation for it, but I’m certain they are both Barbarian names,” Anríq replied. “I know people with those names. The Ocuron and Kupuro tribes are famous in the Barbarian world.”

Marine bent over the list. “What about Goneneus Aeka?”

“No,” Anríq replied.

“This lists Goneneus Aeka as the King in the White Spire before Yimichi Ocuron. So they weren’t father and son, either.”

“So why did the Voyant become Ruler in the King’s place?” Yann asked.

“It must have been because the King didn’t have a son who could take the throne after him,” Marine suggested.

“Maybe that’s why the Voyant is doing this. Maybe that’s why the Voyant is coming after us—to find the person who would be next in line to take the throne.”

“We don’t know that the Voyant is still coming after us,” Yann pointed out. “He hasn’t come after us since we left Tenby.”

“You’re still alive,” Marine pointed out. “You could be the one he wants.”

“But I’m not any king’s son. Eliska is the only person here whose parentage is unknown. If he was looking for someone, it would be her.”

“We don’t know who your mother is, Yann,” Anríq interrupted. 

Yann snorted. “Are you telling me my mother was a princess—and she got together with some imp on the backstreets of Middleborough, had a child out of wedlock, and then vanished into the Layers? I don’t think so.”

“We know the Voyant is after someone even if it isn’t one of us,” Marine pointed out. “We have to find the person in order to stop the Voyant.”

“Well, it can’t be me,” Yann went on. “I don’t have any magic to control the Coil the way the Voyant does. All these kings and rulers are shown with this magical aura.”

“True,” Marine replied.

“Now what do we do?” Eliska asked. “This doesn’t get us any closer to finding the person.”

Marine raised her hand and put the book back. “I think it’s time we visited the kitchens. We won’t be able to think on empty stomachs.”








  
  
Chapter 3




Yann, Eliska, Marine, and Anríq climbed down dozens of staircases through the Temple to its lowest levels. 

“All the levels look like they’re intact,” Marine remarked. “If the Temple did get transported to another Layer, the whole thing got transported undamaged.”

“Let’s go outside and see if we can find out which Island we’re in,” Eliska suggested.

They agreed on that. Marine led the way down, down, down into the Temple’s cellars and eventually came to a long tunnel. 

It ended in another cloud bank. The group halted at the edge and looked down at a vast sky full of clouds. It surrounded the Temple’s lowest walls and didn’t seem to have any bottom or land underneath it.

Marine sighed. “This tunnel should have ended in the stable yards. I guess we’re on an Island in the clouds.” She turned back. “At least we’re safe in here for now.”

She wound her way back through the Temple’s corridors to the kitchens. The party raided the pantries and loaded up baskets of pastries, fruit, cheese, and sweets.

“Enjoy yourselves while you can,” Yann remarked. “We’ll probably never get a haul like this again.”

The friends took everything back up to the little tower room where they first started and settled down by the fire to eat.

“It doesn’t seem possible that one of us could be the heir to the Kingship,” Eliska remarked.

“I’m not,” Marine pointed out. “I already know who my parents are and my father is definitely NOT the King in the White Spire.”

“I’m not the heir to the Kingship, either,” Anríq added.

“You might be if the previous two rulers were Barbarians.”

“I know who my father is and he was not the King,” Anríq replied. 

“It doesn’t make sense that I would be the one, either,” Yann chimed in. “Even if my mother was related to the King, I still wouldn’t be the heir because my father was an imp Watchman from Middleborough.”

“You might be the next closest male relative,” Marine suggested. “You might not be the King’s direct son, but maybe you’re the heir anyway because there is no one else to take the throne.”

“Why can’t the Voyant keep ruling?” Yann countered. “He’s already there.”

“But don’t you see?” Marine exclaimed. “You could bring peace to the Coil if you took the throne away from him. Then he wouldn’t be able to inflict all this chaos on everyone.”

“You don’t know that,” Anríq corrected. “The Voyant is the one who controls the Coil. The records didn’t say anything about the King in the White Spire controlling the Coil or having anything to do with the stability cycles.”

“But we’ve seen these drawings of both the Voyants and the Kings with these halos—the same halos the Voyant has now,” Marine argued. “Both the King and the Voyant must have the power. Maybe the Voyant gets the power when the King dies without an heir.”

Anríq shrugged. “That does seem to explain it better.”

“Then that rules me out as the heir,” Eliska added. “I’m not a male relative and you didn’t say that the lists included women as Kings—or Queens or whatever.”

“No, they didn’t,” Marine agreed.

“But we did see women with halos—and wearing crowns,” Yann pointed out. “So you might have something to do with it.”

“Then why did the Voyant go after Middleborough?” she asked. “The Voyant went after Middleborough before I got there.”

“We don’t even know if the Voyant is still after us,” Marine repeated. “The person he wanted could have been one of the Watchmen.”

“It couldn’t have been Omer,” Yann reasoned. “It doesn’t make sense that the King in the White Spire would be a Corsair.”

“It doesn’t make sense that the King in the White Spire would be a Barbarian, either,” Eliska added.

“We don’t know that the King or the Voyant were Barbarians,” Marine returned. “They might just have the same names.”

“My money is on Anríq,” Yann interjected. “If he says they were Barbarians, I believe him.”

Marine looked into the basket nearest her and pulled out a box of sweets. “Who wants to make themselves sick?”

“I think we already are,” Eliska replied. “I haven’t eaten this much in…well, forever.”

Marine cracked a grin and pried the box open. “Then be prepared to spend a week in the hospital. These things will stick to your guts and take a month to digest.”

“I’ll skip it,” Eliska muttered. “Thanks anyway.”

“What are we doing after this?” Yann asked.

“I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m going back to the library,” Marine replied. “I want to get more information about the Kings in the White Spire.”

“Do you mean you’ve never heard of them before?” Eliska asked.

“I’ve heard of them, but I didn’t know anything about them. I didn’t know they had any kind of magic.” She cocked her head. “That’s strange, isn’t it?”

“What’s strange?” Yann asked.

“It’s strange that he’s called the King in the White Spire—and I knew that the Voyant lives in the White Spire—but I never connected the two.” She shook that out of her head. “Anyway, we know now. They’re connected one way or the other. We just have to find out how.”

“How does them being connected help us stop the Voyant?” Yann asked.

“It helps if the instability cycles have any correlation to the King’s death,” Eliska pointed out. “If the King dies without an heir and the Voyant takes over, the Coil becomes unstable.”

“How does that work?” Yann asked.

“I don’t know, but what other explanation is there?”

“Let’s go find out.” Marine got to her feet and held out the box of sweets. “Unless anyone wants to eat anything else.”

The other three all yelled, “NO!!”

She snickered, put the box of sweets back in the basket, and picked it up to take it with her. 

“We should take these downstairs with us to the dormitory. We’ll need somewhere to sleep tonight and we might get hungry. We won’t want to trek all the way back to the kitchen every time.”

“Now you’re speaking my language,” Yann replied.

She laughed and blushed at him.

The others stood up and helped her carry the remaining food down to the library. The friends left their goods outside while they went back to the lectern.

“What book are you going to get out this time?” Eliska asked.

“I don’t know all the books in here, so I’ll just make a request for something that tells us whether the instability cycles correspond to the King dying without an heir—or any other time a Voyant has to step in as Ruler because there is no King.”

She raised her hand and the glowing orb brightened on her palm. She shut her eyes, but right at that moment, another light flashed between the giant stacks of books.

The Voyant’s halo flared in the shadows and a shockwave of hurricane wind hit the library. It blasted outward from the radiant beams of his halo.

The disruption tore all the books off the shelves and sent them whirling in mayhem. 

Eliska dove for Marine to catch her, but the blast slapped Eliska away, stripped her off her feet, and pitched her backward.

She tumbled across the floor and then another catastrophic flash sent her wheeling off into space.

She lost sight of everyone and everything—except a whole ton of books flying through the chaos.

Their pages fluttered open in the tempest and bizarre shapes, people, landscapes, and creatures erupted off the pages.

Some of these shapes tore the books apart. Others got sucked back into the pages when the wind blew the books shut.

Masses of debris and shadowy vapors whipped all around her and she could no longer deny anymore that it all deliberately came after her this time.

Shadows formed in the Dark and gruesome faces and creature shapes appeared in the Layers. They lunged for her only to dissolve in the whirlwind a second later.

Others pulled their Layers toward her and slashed across her face. They tore her clothes and tried to pummel her into revolving tornados of shrapnel.

The debris itself formed different shapes. Curtains of shards or walls of spikes assembled themselves in her path. 

She rotated her staff one way and the other trying her hardest to bombard them all out of her path. 

She succeeded in plastering her way through some of them. Others came at her too fast, hit her, and shredded her skin before she had time to stop them.

She screamed. She wouldn’t survive this mayhem much longer, especially not with Dark forces trying to actively destroy her like this.

None of them turned into Darklings, though. That was the strangest part. 

She looked, but no Darklings came out of the Layers around her. 

The stuff whirling all around her didn’t assemble into Darklings, either. The clouds of Dark vapors didn’t take any permanent shape. 

She didn’t understand it, but she couldn’t stay here tumbling alone in this void. Yann, Marine, and Anríq were nowhere in sight.

She grabbed her staff in both hands. This Layer had no floor, walls, ceiling, or any solid surface. She would just have to shatter the Layer another way.

She thrust out her staff at the hurricane of debris around her and smashed her magic into it full force. 

It shattered and gravity yanked her down way too fast. She screamed again, but before she could fall very far, she hit the ground, and rolled to a stop in a bed of long, dry grass.








  
  
Chapter 4




Eliska clutched the grass and the earth groaning in relief for something solid to hold onto. She was on the ground, thank the stars. 

She gasped and panted…and then she tasted blood. Blood dripped into her mouth from wounds all over her face and blood soaked her clothes.

Before she could move even to sit up, Anríq walked over to her from somewhere. He went down on one knee behind her and laid his hand on her back. “You got hurt. Lie still a minute.”

A rush of warmth flooded her from his hand. It spread through her body and closed all the wounds.

She flopped on the ground and let her head fall on her arms. “Thank you!” she choked.

He flexed his fingers against her back and then rubbed it in a comforting motion. “Do you feel all right now?”

She nodded.

“Stand up,” he told her. “I need you to help me.”

She pried herself off the ground. She didn’t know what he meant about needing her help. She got to her feet and looked around. 

The two of them stood in another vast grassland spreading in all directions. Low swells covered the terrain. That was it. She didn’t see any rivers, streams, trees. or any other vegetation. 

A distant line of blue mountains looked tiny on the farthest horizon. They might have been a thousand miles away.

“I don’t see Yann and Marine,” Anríq told her. “Can you find them?”

Eliska opened her Coil projection and he added his magic to make it bigger. The golden lines traced Eliska’s and Anríq’s route from the cloud layer to this Island. 

“It’s strange, “ she remarked. “The cloud Layer is still there. It’s perfectly intact.”

“The Voyant didn’t destroy the Layer. He only came after us.”

“That must mean he’s after Yann,” she pointed out. “He’s the only member of the Watch still alive who was in Middleborough when the attacks started.”

“Yann and Marine are in that Layer there,” Anríq pointed to the lines separating from his and Eliska’s. 

“I don’t see anything strange about it,” Eliska remarked. “It looks like a stable Island….but it has magic—and Dark forces. Marine will probably be crazy there. Yann will be alone. We should rejoin him. He’ll need our help.”

Eliska looked around at the surroundings again. She found it difficult to accept that nothing in this landscape was trying to attack her the way it did in the chaos Layer through which she just passed. 

From what she could tell, the Voyant or maybe even the Coil itself were trying to destroy her or at least hurt her.

She didn’t want to destroy this Island. Stable landscapes were becoming increasingly difficult to find and they were too precious. 

The Coil would take the Island back soon enough. She didn’t want to destroy it before then.

She opened her mouth to suggest that she cut a hole in this Island to send herself and Anríq back into the Layers. 

She cut herself off when she saw Anríq scowling at the horizon. “Is something wrong?” she asked.

“I know this Island,” he muttered.

“You do? Is there something here that could help us?”

His nostrils flared. He didn’t stop glaring at everything. “This is my home Island—or it was. It smells the same. I traveled in the Coil for years and never smelled anything like this anywhere else.” 

She brightened up. “That’s great! Do you want to….” She trailed off again when she saw the look on his face.

She had been about to suggest that he visit his family while he was here, but that might not be the best idea after all.

He went down on one knee, dug in the dirt, and pulled up a handful of the soil. 

He smelled it and clenched his jaw. “It is the same Island. It was part of the Ancestral Empire….but it’s here now. The Dark river must have fractured it and now this Island is floating separately in the Coil.”

“Do you want to leave? Do you want to get out of here before you meet someone you know?”

He compressed his lips once and turned away, but there was nowhere to turn away to. He only wound up glancing over his shoulder at the terrain behind him.

Eliska didn’t dare to interrupt his thoughts. She didn’t know the circumstances that caused him to leave home. He intimated when he first joined the Watch that the circumstances hadn’t been anything good.

She didn’t say anything even to ask if he wanted her to shatter the Layer and take them somewhere else. She stood in silence and waited for him to decide what to do.

He didn’t seem aware of her existence. He became so engrossed in the landscape that he forgot she was there—or he acted like it.

She would have liked to go over to him and maybe touch his arm to bring him out of it—or at least to show him that she cared.

Anríq took off walking across the grasslands in no particular direction. She didn’t understand why.

Eliska didn’t want to leave Yann on his own with no one but Marine to talk to. He wouldn’t survive for long by himself and she wouldn’t be able to help him once she lost her mind again.

She did say she could commune with the Dark whenever she wanted to or come out of it whenever she wanted. Could Eliska trust that? She would be trusting Marine with Yann’s life.

Eliska hoped and prayed Marine stayed out of the Dark for Yann’s sake. Marine better not leave him unprotected.

Eliska didn’t want to take that chance, but she couldn’t exactly leave here without Anríq.

She could have, but something told her not to. She followed him. 

He walked for a long way—much longer than she expected. 

She kept opening her Coil projection to check on Yann.

She couldn’t see the golden lines without adding Anríq’s magic to the image, but she did see the Island where Yann landed. The Island stayed stable. It didn’t collapse. She just hoped he was safe there—for now at least—just long enough for her to find him.

She considered more than once if she should let Anríq walk away. He would be fine. She never doubted that. Yann needed her more right now.

Anríq climbed a rise and stopped at the top. Eliska climbed up and stopped next to him. She would tell him now that she was going to get Yann. Anríq could make up his own mind about what to do and where to go.

As soon as she got into that position, she saw what he was looking at. A caravan of nomads crossed the grasslands a few miles away. 

These weren’t Barbarians or gypsies. They were just scruffy poor people trekking across the countryside.

They wore tattered clothes and they didn’t take care of their hair. Frizzy mats of disheveled hair stuck out from their hands. Dust covered their faces.

They lead heavy, lumbering pack animals loaded with bundles of goods. Some of the pack animals pulled wagons. None of the nomads rode on the wagons or on the animals. Everyone walked.

The pack animals’ shaggy pelts swayed with their lumbering gate. Their big, bony heads hung almost down to the ground. 

They had horns, but the animals followed the nomads in docile submission.  None of the nomads had to do anything to control the animals or make them go in the right direction.

The nomads were too far away to see Anríq and Eliska watching them. What was so important about these people?

She’d seen these nomads a hundred times. They didn’t have magic. They didn’t have anything. They were just poor people wandering through their Island trying to stay alive.

Eliska inhaled for the second time to ask Anríq about catching up with Yann. She opened her Coil projection behind Anríq’s back. 

Her heart sank when she saw Yann’s Island collapsing into another Layer. She couldn’t see the golden lines to show her Yann was going or if he was even still alive. 

She shut her hand and clamped her eyes shut. Yann would just have to take care of himself until she caught up with him—if she caught up with him.

She glanced around at the landscape one last time. If Anríq didn’t agree to come with her, she would just have to leave him here.

She shook her hair out of her eyes while she summoned the nerve to break the silence…and then she saw them.

A line of Barbarians climbed a hill in the distance on the other side of the nomads’ route.

The Barbarians brought fifty men each as powerful and frightening as the men who attacked the Black Watch.








  
  
Chapter 5




The nomads definitely saw Barbarians moving in on them. The nomads’ caravan stopped in the middle of the field and closed together in a protective cluster, but they wouldn’t be able to fight this many Barbarians. 

Ten men from the nomads’ group brought out weapons to confront the Barbarians. This would be a slaughter.

The Barbarians started walking down the far hill to intercept the nomads. The nomads swiveled in their direction and raised their weapons to defend the rest of the party. The women and children tried to hide behind their pack animals, but it wouldn’t be enough.

The men moving into position triggered the Barbarians. They burst into a run and charged the convoy. Shrieks, roars, and war cries echoed across the grassland to Eliska’s ear.

Anríq took his axe off his back. Eliska saw him about to walk out there and confront the Barbarians, but he wouldn’t be able to get there in time.

She lunged forward, grabbed his hand, and magicked both of them into the Barbarians’ path to block them from the nomads. 

Eliska didn’t know what she would do once she got there. She only knew she couldn’t let the Barbarians wipe these people out.

She swiped her staff across the ranks of Barbarians and took down ten of them in one pass. Anríq swung his axe as the Barbarians surrounded him.

A deafening boom blasted outward from that sweep and leveled another nine Barbarians who tried to encircle him.

Eliska got caught in the heat of battle. She couldn’t pay attention to what Anríq was doing or if the Barbarians were attacking the nomads yet.

She pivoted her back to Anríq so her assault wouldn’t put him in danger. 

Barbarians rushed her, but they never got near her. She laid down swipe after swipe with her staff and fired blasts at the biggest Barbarians to knock them to the ground. 

She tried not to kill them, but she might have done it anyway without meaning to.

Without warning, another magical explosion pelted her across the side of the head. She thought at first that she and Anríq might have drifted too close together.

The shot hurt, but it didn’t harm her. It just infuriated her.

She spun around and all her rage erupted when she saw two Barbarians magic-users closing from her left. They fired magical bursts from their bare hands to bombard her.

She deflected the shots with her staff and even ricocheted a few back at them.

Their attack ignited her fury and she stalked toward them to take them down. She could squash these puny upstarts with one blow if she wanted to.

She didn’t even try to shoot at them. She hardened her resolve and stormed across the field. She deflected all their shots easily. They couldn’t touch her a second time.

Her reaction unsettled them and they started to back away They split apart to flank her. That was their last move.

She held up one hand to protect herself, jammed her staff down into the soil with the other, sent a jet of magic through the earth, and opened a hole under one of them. 

He screamed when he dropped through it into the Layer below. She closed the hole over his head and his screams died away. 

The other magic-user stopped shooting when he saw his friend disappear. Eliska turned to face him and the guy’s eyes darted to her face. She glared at him….and he spun away and bolted.

She let him get ten paces before she curled her fingers upward in a grasping motion. The grass under his feet twined out of place and snaked around his ankle. 

The grass brought him crashing down on his stomach and then all the grass around him came alive. It sprouted upward, laced over him, and formed a solid mat of vegetation.

He thrashed and screamed, but he couldn’t get away from the grass. It completely covered him, but it didn’t kill him. It just held him there so he couldn’t get away.

He tried more than once to use his magic to break the restraint, but Eliska’s magic overpowered his.

Yelling voices drew her attention back to the fight—but it wasn’t a fight anymore.

Anríq and the men from the nomad group faced off against the last ten Barbarians. Anríq held his axe in one hand and his club in the other.

The Barbarians all stood across from him with their weapons pointed at him, but they didn’t attack.

The nomad men kept yelling for the Barbarians to back off. The Barbarians yelled curses and threats at the nomads.

Eliska strode over to them and planted herself next to Anríq. He was too nice not to destroy all of them with one thump of his club. They had no idea who they were dealing with.

She pointed her staff at them, sent a crackle of magic down it, and the end started to glow. She didn’t have to make it glow. She just wanted to threaten them.

“Get out of here before I kill you all,” she snarled. “Take your magic-user and leave if you want to live at all.

The biggest Barbarians pointed at Anríq. “I know who you are. You’re Taitus’s son. You won’t get away with this. The Dinu Tribe will pay for this.”

“I don’t think so,” Anríq murmured back.

The biggest Barbarian pointed at him as he backed away. “This isn’t over yet. We’ll see you again and then we’ll finish this.”

“It is over,” Eliska interjected.

The Barbarians backed away. Eliska waited until they got to a safe distance before she shot a stream of magic at the Barbarian wizard lying under the grass. She released him and he hustled to catch up with the rest of his friends.

“Don’t kill them,” Anríq murmured out the side of his mouth. 

Eliska spun around. “Huh? What do you mean?”

“Don’t kill them. Neutralize them and let them live.”

She frowned at him. “What do you mean? They’re walking away.”

He started to shake his head when another bloodcurdling shriek echoed across the field.

The Barbarians started out by backing away. Then they turned to walk the rest of the way up the hill.

Without warning, they spun around and charged. 

Anríq didn’t react right away. He raised his club, but he didn’t do anything with it. He just stood there and waited for the Barbarians to close with him.

The nomad men stepped forward to meet the assault, but Eliska had seen enough.

She grabbed her staff with both hands the way she did in the Layers, thrust it forward, and delivered an almighty thump in the Barbarians’ direction.

The shockwave flattened all of them in a split second. These idiots just did not learn.

They floundered, scrambled, and fell over themselves on the ground trying to stand up straight. A few of the biggest, spikiest Barbarians stumbled to their feet.

Just to make her point, she stepped in front of Anríq, blocked him from them, and faced the Barbarians alone.

“We can keep doing this all day long if you want to,” she breezed. “I could have killed you just now, but Anríq told me not to. If you’re smart, you’ll walk away while you still can. Go back where you came from—and don’t let me see you around these people again.”

She planted her staff on the ground at her feet and twisted the knife by studying her fingernails.

The Barbarians snarled and cursed her. They hurled a few more threats at Anríq, too, and against his tribe.

She made sure to keep a close eye on these fools when they finally walked away for the second time. 

They paused on the far hilltop where they started, but they didn’t come back. After a few minutes, they dropped behind the hill and disappeared.

Eliska waited another minute and consulted her hand window just to make sure. Then she turned around to find Anríq behind her. He’d already put his weapons away.

“Are you okay?” she asked. “Those men knew you.”

He nodded. “They belong to the Ula tribe. They live in the adjoining territory next to my father’s territory.”

“You should have let me kill them. They’re scum.”

“If you killed them, the Ula Tribe would have blamed the Dinu tribe for their deaths. It would have sparked a full-scale war.”

Eliska snorted. “I really don’t want to get mixed up in Barbarian tribal politics if it’s all the same to you. Let’s get out of here and go find Yann.”

“I can’t leave now, Eliska,” Anríq replied. “Yulo threatened to retaliate against my tribe for this. I have to stay and answer the challenge. I can’t leave the tribe unprotected.”

Eliska smacked her lips in exasperation. She opened her mouth to tell him that he would have to stay alone because she couldn’t leave Yann unprotected.

Right then, three of the nomad men rushed over. One of them grasped Eliska’s hand and shook it way too hard.

“Thank you so much! We’re so grateful!” The same man turned to Anríq, but the other two were already surrounding him and telling him about how grateful they were. “We have some food…and goods. Please….help yourselves to whatever we have….anything you want…”

“We don’t want payment,” Eliska told him. “We’re just glad you’re safe.”

The first guy shot a glance toward the hill where the Barbarians disappeared. “We’ll never be safe from them. They’ll just wait and ambush us somewhere else. That’s the way they do it.”

“We’ll stay with you,” Anríq offered. “We’ll travel with you to make sure they don’t come back—or to defend you if they do.”

The man’s eyes dipped to Anríq’s clothes….and his tattoos. “You’re….you’re a Barbarian.”

“He’s a Servant,” Eliska interrupted. “You saw the way he defended you just now. He’s offering to protect you from them.”

The man turned to her. “Are you a servant, too?”

“Me? I’m nobody. We’re just traveling together.”

“Oh.” The man turned back to Anríq, but the sight of him must have been too intimidating. 

The guy walked off, rounded up his people, and the nomads got their pack animals moving. The nomads didn’t introduce themselves to Eliska and Anríq.

The nomads set off across the countryside heading in the direction they’d originally been traveling. 

Eliska used her hand window to keep an eye on the Barbarians, but they didn’t come back. 

They returned to a camp a few dozen miles away. Eliska couldn’t see it from here with the naked eye.

Anríq didn’t look into her hand window to see what the Barbarians were doing. He walked straight ahead with his eyes locked on the horizon. He cast occasional glances around the terrain to make sure no one was coming.

Eliska didn’t interrupt his thoughts and the nomads didn’t try to talk to either Eliska or Anríq.

They might have understood the Servant’s vow well enough to know he wasn’t supposed to talk to people, but she doubted that.

They didn’t recognize him as a Servant. Even if they did, they could have talked to her.

The nomads retreated from the pair as far as possible without outright walking away in the other direction.

The convoy traveled all day and didn’t stop until nightfall.

The nomads unloaded their pack animals and left the creatures to graze in the open grasslands. The nomads didn’t tether the animals to stop them from wandering off—but they didn’t wander off. They stayed near the group.

The nomads pitched tents and built fires. Their camp scene reminded Eliska of the gypsies, but without their finery—and without their magic. The nomads did everything by hand.

Anríq stood guard over them while they unloaded. Then he walked off to a different swell thirty feet from the nomad’s camp.

He squatted down behind it, pulled some handfuls of grass out of the ground, bunched them into knots, and used his magic to ignite them into a fire.

“Why don’t you camp with the nomads?” Eliska asked. “They said they would be happy to have you—I mean us. Why are you settling down out there?”

He stared into the flames without looking up. “The Servant’s path is a solitary one. I will serve by protecting them. I don’t belong over there….but you can go if you want to.”

She glanced at the nomads. They brought out food and started preparing it over their fires.

Her stomach tightened when she saw the food, but she didn’t want to leave Anríq alone. 

He didn’t exactly need company or comforting. He traveled alone all the time.

She squatted down next to him and then sat all the way down. The fire warmed her.

“You stayed with the Watch,” she pointed out. “You camped with them, ate with them, and even talked to them.”

“That was different,” Anríq replied.

“How? If your mission is to protect these nomads, then how is that different from your mission to help the Watchmen?”

“The nomads won’t give me any information about how to protect them or what the Voyant is doing or anything related to my service. The Watchmen did give me that. I could only find out how they needed me to serve them by listening to their conversation—and by being part of their group.”

She hesitated to say it. “I’m worried about Yann. Maybe we should go find him.”

Anríq looked up. “Where is he?”

She opened her Coil projection. Anríq added his magic to expand it.

The gold lines got lost in the mayhem of swirling Layers. The Layer where Eliska had seen him before completely disintegrated and then the lines vanished in the confusion.

She shut her hand with a sigh. “I guess he’s gone, too.”

“He might not be dead—just lost.” Anríq looked down at the fire again. “I sense that he’s still alive.”

She gulped. She wanted to believe that.

Long experience in the Coil told her not to hope for it. She didn’t know where Yann was or how to find him.

“If he is the one the Voyant is looking for, then he’ll need help even more than before.”

“I’m going to help these people first,” Anríq told her. “You can go if you want to, but I don’t want to leave this Island yet. I can’t leave it when people are in danger.”

“What do you know about the Ula Tribe?”

He shrugged. “They’re typical Barbarians. They’ve been carrying on a territorial conflict with the Dinu tribe for as long as I can remember. Both tribes try to take the other’s territory and drive each other out. It never stops.”

She opened her mouth to ask if that had anything to do with him leaving home, but she stopped herself in time. She shouldn’t ask.








  
  
Chapter 6




Eliska sat up and scanned the countryside. The sun was coming up over the grasslands. The nomads packed up their camp and loaded everything onto their pack animals. 

The creatures stood in one place and waited. No one had to restrain them. They didn’t wear halters or bridles or lead ropes. They just did everything the nomads wanted them to.

The animals started walking along with the rest of the group when the nomads moved out. They continued in the same direction as yesterday. Eliska didn’t see where they might be going.

She kept a sharp eye on both the landscape and her hand window.  She searched the surrounding countryside.

She didn’t see anything until close to midday. So many hours of silence and stillness passed that she almost forgot to check. 

She glanced into her hand.

The nomads stopped at one of the very few rivers in this grassland. It wound between the low swells. No one could see the river unless they looked right down on top of it.

Dense water plants choked the banks on both sides. They soaked up the water and prevented taller trees from growing.

The nomads settled down for an extended break. Anríq and Eliska both drank from the stream and then squatted on one of the swells to keep watch.

Eliska glanced into her hand window again, but she didn’t expect to see anything. She only looked from force of habit.

She froze when she saw Barbarians coming closer. These came from a different camp twenty miles away. 

The nomads had already passed too far away from the Ula Tribe for them to come after the nomads again.

Eliska bumped Anríq’s elbow and showed him the Barbarians in her hand window. 

They came heavily armed and brought a lot more men. They looked like they had emptied their camp of every man of fighting age.

He took one look and turned away with a grimace.

The nomads didn’t notice anything. They finished eating and drinking, packed up their animals, and started back on their endless migration.

Anríq and Eliska dropped behind to follow them. Eliska kept a close eye on the Barbarians getting closer. 

She barely took her eyes off her hand window to see where she was going.

The Barbarians climbed one of the distant hills. A solid mass of armed fighting men spread out across the field. 

Their hair spikes gave their heads a strange, inhuman outline from this distance. The sun glittered on all the studs and spikes on their clothes.

The nomads armed themselves and the men moved to the rear, but the Barbarians never came any closer.








