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Chapter 1




Yann Dilnao grabbed Eliska and yanked her out of the way just in time as a massive wave surged out of the ocean, changed into a giant grinning mouth, and smashed down on the gravel beach right next to where Eliska had just been standing. 

The two travelers lost their footing on the uneven ground and pitched sideways. Yann still clasped Eliska in his arms when she landed on top of him.

Icy cold saltwater soaked his clothes from the gravel underneath him as the wave surged up the beach and then pulled back.

More colossal waves reared out of the ocean, transformed into monstrous faces, cracked their jaws wide open to swallow the pair, and smashed down on the beach. The same upheaval raged up and down the beach for miles in both directions.

Yann and Eliska scrambled to their feet. “We have to get out of this Island!” he bellowed. “Can you take us somewhere else?!”

She yelled something back at him, but he didn’t hear her.

They staggered farther up the gravel to the dunes. They met low foothills rising to the countryside beyond the beach coastline.

Yann didn’t know what he and Eliska would find up there, but it had to be better than this.

She stumbled again and he caught her to help her balance. They tripped over driftwood and climbed toward the dunes, but at the same instant, another wave of instability swept over the hills up there.

Random ejections of wild magic spouted from holes in the ground. They fired rockets and starbursts everywhere that hit the nearby hills and the place went haywire right in front of Yann and Eliska. 

The friends staggered to retreat as the hills started to fold over and under each other. They submerged and ruptured each other and the whole landscape rolled and undulated in every direction. 

Yann grabbed Eliska a second time and realized with a sinking knot of horror in the pit of his stomach that she didn’t have her staff with her. She must have dropped it when they landed in this Island.

He couldn’t even call it an Island anymore. The instability hit the beach this time and it pitched and tossed the same way the hills did.

Eliska dove for him, and without warning, her magic whisked both of them all the way down the beach to a headland jutting out into the raging ocean.

Yann and Eliska landed on top of it. The instability didn’t hit the headland for some reason. At least—it didn’t hit it the same way.

Another rolling wave tumbled across the hills, cracked down onto the headland where it met the rest of the continent, and smashed the bedrock to smithereens. 

The part of the cliff with Yann and Eliska standing on it split away and floated out to sea.

Massive waves attacked the headland in fury. Huge mouths towered over the spot.

Eliska dove onto her knees, planted her hands flat on the ground, and ejected a sheet of magic around the headland. Her whole body trembled from the effort, but she held the headland together against thunderous booming waves. 

They tossed the headland up, pitched Yann onto his back, and then he flipped onto his stomach. 

He had to hold onto the grass as the whole headland tipped up almost vertically before it plunged down the other side of a wave. 

Freezing spray rained on top of him and soaked his clothes.  He shut his eyes and channeled all his effort into just staying on this thing. He couldn’t let himself fall off.

He heard Eliska screaming in the background, but he couldn’t see her. Magic crackled through the grass right under his face as she left off one discharge after another.

He only prayed to High Heaven that she was still holding the headland together—at least until they got somewhere safe.

He didn’t understand why she didn’t shatter this Island and send them somewhere else, but he didn’t get a chance to ask.

He pried his eyes open just in time to see an absolutely gargantuan wave rise out of the sea. It spread its mouth to a huge size. Yann couldn’t see anything else. Would he and Eliska even survive this?

She took one hand off the grass and raised her arm above her head, but the wave was already plunging down on top of her. She fired a burst of magic into the wave’s mouth and the wave detonated with an ear-splitting boom before it smashed down on top of the headland.

Yann came to his senses lying on a hard wooden floor somewhere. He still smelled seawater in his nose and mouth. He coughed and sat up. 

His brain took a minute of blinking at the surroundings before he could bring himself to accept that he was on a boat. 

He was on a boat in the middle of the ocean. The breeze chilled him through his wet clothes. Sea water drenched his hair. 

The minute he sat up, he spotted Eliska huddled a few feet away from him. She cowered in a corner hugging her knees to her chest while her features went through a rapid series of excruciating grimaces of pure misery. 

She whined and sobbed, choked on her own tears, and then started shaking violently. Water saturated her clothes and hair. Her teeth chattered, but something told Yann it wasn’t the breeze that made her so cold.

He stared at her for a minute trying to understand how someone could fall apart so completely in just the few days since she and Anríq had been gone.

That collapse on the beach shouldn’t have bothered her this much. She’d gone through much worse with the Watchmen and held the whole group together. She’d practically been in charge of the group since they left Middleborough.

He ran through a bunch of different possibilities while he tried to decide what to do about her. He didn’t dare to ask her what the problem was—not now.

He scooted over next to her. He couldn’t think of one intelligent thing to say that might make this easier for her. 

He was starting to hope he never found out what the problem was—but he would have to. He would have to find out in case there was anything he could do to help her.

He wouldn’t be able to. Anríq must have already tried. He cared about Eliska too much to let her suffer like this.

Yann made up his mind and put his arms around her the way he did in the lava fields. What else was he supposed to do?

She crumbled in his arms, burst into tears, and collapsed across his chest. Her wet clothes and hair squelched into his jacket. The wind made him shiver, too, but he just stayed there and held her.

Sitting like this gave him all the time he needed to look around this boat he was on.

The deck couldn’t have been more than twenty feet long and he was the only other person on board. A triangular sail billowed from the one mast. 

The wind filled the sail and drove the boat on a straight course toward a vast, empty horizon. Yann didn’t see any land, beach, rolling hills, or headland in sight.

Sunshine sparkled on the ocean and glowed through the white sail. Not a single cloud floated in the sky. Did that upheaval on the beach send Yann and Eliska to another Island?

He couldn’t exactly call this an Island when he was on a boat in the middle of the ocean. But this was a stable Layer, so technically it must be an Island of sorts.

He stayed where he was until Eliska passed out into an exhausted sleep. Yann’s own fatigue caught up with him and the sunshine made him sleepy enough to fall asleep, too.








  
  
Chapter 2




Yann woke up lying on his side on the deck. He pried his eyes open, sat up, and looked around before he remembered why he was on a boat in the middle of the ocean. 

Just then, he heard a banging noise somewhere. 

A wooden ladder descended from the deck hatch to the cabin below deck. The noise came from down there.

He started to shiver again. He was just making up his mind when Eliska climbed the ladder carrying a bunch of random nautical equipment in her arms. 

“Oh, good, you’re awake,” she told him. “Take your clothes off. We need to dry them out.”

“Um…where the hell are we….?” he stammered. “And what are you doing with all that stuff?”

“We’re on a boat in the middle of the ocean….”

“I’m well aware that we’re on a boat in the middle of the ocean,” he snapped back. “How did we get here? We were on that beach….”

“The Island must have shattered. Now we’re in a different Island.”

“Did you bring us here?” Yann asked.

“No, I woke up here the same way you did. Now take your clothes off before you catch a chill. Here. You can put these on while I dry your clothes.”

He frowned at her. “Your clothes aren’t wet.”

“That’s because I dried them before you woke up. Did you think I was going to strip off naked in front of you?”

“So you want me to strip off naked in front of you?” he countered.

She smirked at him in a way he really didn’t like. “I’ve seen it all before. Trust me.”

“You haven’t seen me before.”

She laughed at him. “Fine. Freeze to death for all I care….or I can dry you out like that.”

He froze. “What do you mean? What are you going to do?”

She gasped in exasperation. “Honestly, Yann. I really had no idea you were such a prude.” 

She stalked over to him and squatted down in front of him. 

He cringed when she extended her arms toward him, but she didn’t give him a chance to escape. 

She clamped her hands on his shoulders and a flash of searing heat raced through his clothes. It burned him, but it evaporated all the water in seconds.

He screamed, but the heat died an instant later and left his clothes perfectly dry. 

She stood up and walked away from him. “You’re welcome,” she muttered.

“Um…thank you. What did you do?”

“I used my magic to dry you. Isn’t that obvious?”

“But….” He frowned at nothing. “If you could do that all along, why did you…..?”

He went through a series of memories of her drying people’s clothes on sticks by the fire.

He decided not to ask. She’d been doing so many things differently just in the last day or two.

He glanced out at the ocean. “Do you know where we are?”

“We’re in the Coil,” she mumbled without turning around.

“Aren’t we supposed to be finding the Shard of Hotha?”

“We are finding it,” she replied over her shoulder. 

He frowned at her the back of her head. “How can we be finding it if we’re here?”

She pointed up at the sail and then behind him. “I think this boat must be alive or something. It steers itself and it’s heading straight for an Island where the White Spire is now. I can’t be sure, but this boat might be an Island that takes people where they want to go.”

“It’s….” He faltered when he realized what she just said. He looked over his shoulder.

The ship’s wheel held itself steady and made minor adjustments to itself to keep the boat on course.

The prow kept skimming over the smooth ocean with no help or interference from Yann or Eliska.

She finished screwing around with the pile of junk in front of her and came back over to sit down in front of him. 

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“It’s daytime now, but the sun will go down and then it will get dark and cold. I was thinking of lighting a fire…here….”

“You want to light a fire—on a boat?! Are you insane?”

She bit back another grin. “Do you remember how the Watchmen used that sheet of metal in the barn to protect the floor? I was planning to do that.”

“Maybe we should just stay warm by going below,” he suggested. “The boat must have berths down there.”

She cocked her head and frowned. “You’re right. It does.”

“Don’t tell me you’ve never spent any time on a boat before,” he exclaimed.

“Well, when have you ever spent time on a boat? You spent your whole life in Middleborough.”

“At least I got an education. I read about boats in books.”

She grimaced. “It isn’t my fault I didn’t get an education and read about boats in books. So you know more about it than I do. You can be the captain for all I care. I’ll be your dutiful passenger.”

He had to laugh. “Then my first decision as captain is that you won’t light a fire on this boat. Boats and fire do not mix. That’s rule number one.”

“I thought rule number one was to always keep the boat between you and the water.”

“You’re supposed to be dutiful—not snarky, remember? We’ll spend the night down below. We’ll be warmer there.”

“But we won’t be able to see if something comes.”

“We’ll have to trust the boat for that.”

She stared at him for a second. He waited for her to say something else, but instead, she jerked her head away and stared out over the water. Her features spasmed from that hidden pain she carried inside her.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Just…..” She fought to control her mouth. “I wish I knew what happened to Anríq.”

“If he’s still alive, he’ll go for the Shard, too. We might even meet him there when we get to the Island where the White Spire is.”

“He doesn’t know how to get there. My Coil projection is the only thing guiding us.”

“Don’t lose hope yet.”

She glanced at him only once, but her eyes betrayed a depth of misery that stabbed him in the guts. Anríq was gone….and so was Marine.

Yann had come to feel something for her that he never dreamed he would ever feel for anyone. 

He joked around with her about her marrying a handsome prince, but Yann never let her see how jealous that made him. 

She would never marry a prince as long as the four friends continued to carry on this campaign against the Voyant.

Yann didn’t want this journey to end because he didn’t want to lose Marine. He didn’t want to stand by and watch her marry someone else.

She would never marry Yann. If he ever entertained the possibility that he might leave the Black Watch and find a wife, he never dared to dream it might be her. He would never be good enough for her.

Now he lost her anyway. He found his eyes being drawn back to the horizon. Was she still out there? Were Marine and Anríq alive and alone together trying to find their way to the White Spire? 

They wouldn’t be able to break into it.

Eliska’s magic might be strong enough to get Yann into the White Spire, but the friends stood the best chance by working together. Now they lost that advantage.

Eliska would have taken herself and Yann straight back to Anríq and Marine if she could have. Yann didn’t doubt that even for a second. She would have done anything to find Anríq if it was at all possible.

Yann should have felt jealous about that, but he couldn’t even care. Losing Anríq and Marine stung worse than anything—almost anything. It stung only slightly less than losing Marine.

Eliska shook herself and went below again. She came back with a bunch of sealed packages. 

She dumped them on the deck in front of Yann. “This is some kind of food. I guess this boat provides everything the passengers need.” 

She tore open one of the packages and sniffed it.

“What does it smell like?” he asked.

“It smells like some kind of cured meat.” She held up the package. “What does the label say?”

He read the faded letters. “It says, ‘Brined Lionfish’—whatever that is.”

She handed it to him and tore open another one. He ate in silence and so did she. 

He really hoped this trip wasn’t going to turn into an awkward  silence with neither of them daring to speak to the other.

Yann felt himself developing some kind of relationship with Eliska before they got separated. Then everything started to develop between him and Marine.

Should Yann tell Eliska about that? Would she get murderously jealous toward her own friend?

He decided not to say anything. He didn’t know if he and Eliska would ever see Marine again. Then he would only have Eliska—the way he did before he found out who Marine really was.

He fell into another brooding silence about the way she acted in Savaré. He slept with his arms around her. He kissed her and she touched his bare body. He would cherish those memories forever.

Would he ever be able to think about Eliska that way? She was no princess, but he didn’t come to feel this way about Marine because she was a princess.








  
  
Chapter 3




Eliska finished her food, got up, and went back to messing around with all her stuff. He couldn’t imagine what she was trying to do with it. 

He watched her for a while. “What are you doing?” he asked.

“I’m trying to untangle this rope.”

He waited a little longer. “You don’t have the first idea what you’re doing, do you?” 

“I told you I don’t know anything about boats.”

“Bring it here,” he growled. “I’ll do it for you.”

She dragged over her pile of stuff. A length of rope had gotten tangled around a few different kitchen appliances, a buoy, and a large empty cask with the word, Water, printed on the side.

Yann found the end of the rope and started the laborious process of feeding it through all the tangled knots.

Eliska sat back out of the way and watched him. “Don’t tell me you learned all this from books.”

“You can learn a lot from books. You should try it.”

“I don’t need to try it. I don’t need to read if I’m living out in the Coil.”

“Is that what you plan to do? Do you plan to be a Coil rat all your life?”

“I don’t see why everyone treats that as an insult. I had a good life before all of this started.”

“I don’t know enough about your life before this started, but that doesn’t mean you have to keep living that way. You could change. You could become a  nurse—or a teacher—or a nun.”

He meant it as a joke to make her laugh, but he got the opposite response. Her face screwed up in misery, but only for a split second. 

She almost burst into tears before she floundered back under control and turned away to stare across the water.

“I’m sorry,” he blurted out. “I didn’t mean to…..I didn’t know….”

He faltered to a stop and stopped himself from saying anything else. She refused to look at him. She shot to her feet, scrambled down the ladder, and vanished below.

He sighed. Now what was he supposed to do?

He finished untangling the rope, wound it into a byte, and hung it from a belaying pin in the starboard gunwale. 

He checked the wheel and then studied a compass that had been built into the wheel pedestal. The ship held a steady course even when the wind changed. 

The mast and spars creaked and the ropes twanged into the wind. It made a haunted sound.

The sun started to slip toward the horizon. Eliska was right. The air cooled rapidly.

He took the rest of the stuff down below to put it away. Eliska sat on one of the aft berths  She didn’t look up when he came down the ladder.

He hung the frying pan on the bulkhead and stashed the buoy in a footlocker under a different beath.

Then he slid the hatch shut to keep out the cold air.

The water hissed along the hull. Every thump and creak of the rigging translated through the ship’s timbers. Yann held onto one of the deck frames while he listened to it. 

This boat had a unique sound that reminded him of a person’s voice. He didn’t understand the words, but the sound comforted him. 

Eliska kept her head down. Did the sound bother her—or was it something else—something neither of them would talk about?

He threw caution to the wind, went forward, and sat down on the berth across from her. She didn’t look up. Her hair hung on either side of her face.

He took a long time to decide what to say to her. He wouldn’t go through this trip tiptoeing around her and pretending there was no elephant in the room, especially not if he was going to be stuck with her alone from now on.

He’d come too far with her to pull his punches. Whatever was wrong with her affected him, but that wasn’t the reason he wanted to know.

“Do you think you’ll be able to sleep tonight?” he finally asked.

She went through the same sequence of jolting, grimacing, coming within inches of bursting into tears, glancing around in terror, clamping her eyes shut, and shuddering as though her skin crawled.

He couldn’t stand to watch her. He shot to his feet and swiveled over to her berth. 

He barely kept his voice down to a strained whisper. “What the hell happened to you? Why are you so jumpy and messed up? You’re really starting to scare me.”

Her wild eyes darted everywhere but to him. “I……I keep…..I don’t know how to….I just…..”

“Hey!” he breathed. “It’s me! Look at me! You know me! I’m right here!” 

He tried to turn her by the shoulders. When that failed, he wound up cupping both her cheeks in his hands to force her to turn around and look at him.

“What’s going on?” he murmured. “Tell me what’s wrong. I can’t stand seeing you like this.”

“Yann….” she choked. 

“Something happened with you and Anríq, didn’t it? Something happened while you two were alone together. I need to know what it was. If something hurt you….”

She tore herself out of his hands and forced herself to her feet, but she didn’t walk away. She took a few steps down the cabin and stopped there with her back to him.

She bowed her head and her hair draped the sides of her face again. She stared down at her hands while she knit her knuckles together again and again. She wrenched them so hard she must have been hurting herself.

“He seems fine,” Yann went on. “Whatever happened must have only happened you.”

“Nothing happened to him,” she choked. “He’s always the same.”

“So what happened to you? Whatever it was must have been really bad. Maybe I can help you.”

“No one can help me,” she croaked. “I’m beyond help.”

That broken murmur tore his heart out. “Then just tell me what happened. I care about you. Let me do something. Anríq says talking can be healing.”

She burst into another fit of jerking shudders at those words. She squirmed inside her clothes, paced farther away, and came back. 

She stopped in front of him, ran her fingers through her hair, clamped her eyes shut, and then scraped her palm across her eyes before she shook her head like she needed to get something out of her mind.

“Do you remember…..?” She looked away into a corner so she wouldn’t have to make eye contact with him. “Do you remember when I healed Barsali and I took his poison on myself?”

“Yeah, but you got better after that. You even acted like you were happy sometimes. This is so much worse than that ever was.”

She mumbled down at her hands. “I guess my magic recovered after that, but it can’t heal me from this. Nothing can.”

Yann watched her in mounting desperation. He couldn’t let her go through this. He had to do something—but what? 

“And……Anríq couldn’t do anything about it?” he finally asked.

“He wanted to, but I wouldn’t let him. I didn’t want it to poison him, too.”

That word sent a prickle up Yann’s scalp. Poison.

It brought up so many nightmare scenarios…..but it somehow made sense. Something was poisoning her from the inside.

He forced himself to sit up straight. “Tell me what happened.”

She sat down on the berth next to him and stared down at the floor. 

She propped her arms against the bulkhead on either side of her hips, locked her elbows, and kept her back and shoulders tensed to the breaking point. Her whole body wound up with tension.

She rocked back and forth a few times and then her cheeks screwed up in agony. “There was a city…..under attack……from the Dark…..” She lost her struggle to control herself and started crying again. Her voice spiked to a husky shriek. “I…..I healed…the city….”

Yann gasped. “You healed a whole city—by yourself?!”

Racking sobs tore her apart, but she wouldn’t look at him. She stared at something horrifying that he couldn’t see. “There were children…..dying….nightmares…..terrible memories…..I took their Darkness on myself to save their lives…..and now I can’t get rid of their memories. I keep seeing them….and more people who are even still alive….and people whose Darkness I didn’t take. It poisoned me….and I went into the Dark. A Dark Layer attacked the town…..and I took all that Darkness on myself…..and now I’ll be like this forever. He said I was a Servant and I tried to serve….and now I’m nothing but poison to everyone….”

She broke down sobbing hard. Every muscle and fiber in her body shook from the misery and anguish coming out of her.

Her story didn’t even scratch the surface of what she’d seen—the horrors she’d witnessed.

Now Yann understood why Anríq didn’t tell him. Maybe not even Anríq understood the full depth of how far she’d gone. He would have been able to guess based on how she acted.

Watching her made Yann want to cry, but he couldn’t do that to her. 

Overwhelming love and protective fury consumed him when he saw her like this. He would have done anything—sacrificed anything—even his own life—just to give her some relief.

He couldn’t, though. Every instinct he’d ever had to become a Servant—it all came down to this. It came down to sitting here loving her, caring for her, and not being able to do a damn thing to help her.

Now he was alone with her—maybe forever. He would be the one to watch her go through this torment.

He might spend years watching her suffer, but at least he would know why. He would know she got like this by saving a whole city. 

She might even have saved more than that and just not told him. He wouldn’t be surprised. She might hide the worst from him to protect him.

The painful convulsions going through her body made him hurt just as much. She was one of the strongest people he’d ever met. Whatever she went through must have been truly horrific.

He swallowed hard before he dared to speak. “Anríq…..he took care of you, didn’t he? Let me do the same thing. Will you let me do that? Let me serve by taking care of you.”

She was crying too hard to answer. He didn’t have to wait anymore.

He put his arm around her shoulders again, but she didn’t collapse the way she did earlier.

She stayed sitting bolt upright. Spasms and brutal contortions twisted her muscles in all the wrong directions while she poured out all her inner pain in hot, endless tears. She might cry like this forever.

He couldn’t wait for that, either.

He closed his hands around her wet cheeks again and pulled her to turn around and face him. 

“Listen to me,” he murmured. “We’re Servants—all four of us. We pledged to follow this path and that’s what we’re going to do. Your magic is stronger now. It’s stronger than anything I’ve ever seen or even heard of. You stand the best chance of getting to the White Spire and taking the Shard—so that’s what we’re going to do. This Darkness—it might turn out to be a good thing. You would save the whole Coil, not just one city. Okay? We’re going to keep going. We’re going to do what we promised to do. We’re going to stop the Voyant and stabilize the Coil. All right? Are you with me on that?’

She nodded, but she didn’t stop wincing and shaking in agony. The sight of her wrung Yann’s heart more than he could stand.

“Lie down here and try to get some rest,” he told her. “I’ll be with you in case you wake up with nightmares. Okay? I’m not going anywhere.”

He pulled her down on the berth. He didn’t want to let go of her. He couldn’t. 

She needed him more now than she ever did before, but he needed her just as much. He needed to help her even if he could only do that by being here for her. Someone had to, now that Anríq wasn’t here to do it.

He drew her down onto his chest and stretched out next to her with his arms around her. She cowered against his shoulder.

He didn’t think twice about comforting her like this. He didn’t even think to stop himself from kissing her on the head or running his fingertips down her hair again and again. 

He never thought once that he might be betraying whatever he started with Marine. 

He settled back on the mattress and prepared himself to spend all night like this. The ship kept rocking, creaking, and groaning all around him.

Its voice told him he was doing the right thing. The boat would take care of them until tomorrow. He could put aside all other concerns and just deal with her.

He shut his eyes and let himself drift with the current right on the other side of the hull.

Eliska’s voice floated out of the darkness and brought him back to the present, but he didn’t open his eyes.

“Yann…..” she croaked.

“Yeah?” he whispered.

“I know…..” Her body jolted from some inner shock. “I know ……you shared something special….with Marine……”

He turned his head aside and bit back a sudden torturous stab of cruel longing for Marine. 

Did he actually start to love her in Savaré? Was that why the joke about her marrying a handsome prince made him so jealous?

“I’m sorry….” Eliska whispered. “I’m sorry…..”

He couldn’t stand that. He forced himself to turn back and kiss her hair again. “I know you shared something special with Anríq, too. I’m glad you had him with you. I’m glad he was there for you so you didn’t have to go through it alone.”

She didn’t say the rest of it. Neither of them mentioned that she and Yann might never see Marine and Anríq again. 

Now Yann and Eliska only had each other. They would have to continue on this path and try to take the Shard of Hotha on their own with no other help from anyone.








  
  
Chapter 4




Yann bent over the compass and checked the boat’s heading. It stayed a few hundred yards offshores and followed the coastline in the same direction. 

Yann scanned the horizon, but he didn’t see any other boats around—or any people on the coast.

Eliska sat on a footlocker nearby and studied her Coil projection.

“Can you tell how close we are to the next Island?” he asked.

“I was looking at something else. I’ll check.”

“What were you looking at?” he asked.

“This thing is amazing. It’s so detailed. I can see so much more in it than I ever could before.”

“That’s a good thing, right? You’ll be able to find Anríq and Marine when this is all over with.”

“We can only hope.” 

She changed the image and brought up another image of a beautiful city landscape shining with sunshine. Flowering trees lined all the avenues and the White Spire glistening on the skyline.

“That’s the same thing we saw last time,” Yann pointed out. “That isn’t the Island we found with the White Spire in it. Maybe it’s an illusion.”

She rotated the picture in all directions. She studied it much more closely than he would have. “I was thinking….maybe this is what it’s supposed to look like.”

“What do you mean?”

“Maybe when two people take the Shards and the Coil stabilizes, maybe the White Spire stays in one place—in this landscape. Do you remember the picture we saw in that book? It was in the same city. I’m certain of it. The buildings were in the same places.” 

“Maybe the instability is affecting the White Spire, too. In fact, I’m sure it is because it keeps moving around. This is the Island the White Spire is in when the Coil is working the way it should be—when both Shards are taken by two people who are in congress with each other—or whatever you want to call it.”

“It’s an interesting theory, but then how do we find it? If it keeps moving around and your projection is showing you the Island it’s supposed to be, how do we find the Island it’s actually in at any given time? We could be sailing for an illusion right now instead of the real thing.”

“Hmm.” She studied the picture for a little while. “Maybe I can change it by adding more power to it.”

She raised her other hand, let it hover over the image, and sent a flow of magic into it from her left hand.

The image expanded even more.

The picture of the landscape with the White Spier on the horizon changed into a dark, smoky, wasteland with another carpet of bleached bones covering every inch of the flat, featureless desert.

The bones didn’t lie in piles, though. They kept leaping out of position, fitting together with each other into different shapes, and tottering around the landscape before they fell apart and scattered where they had been lying a second before.

“That’s probably what it really looks like,” Eliska murmured. “I wouldn’t be surprised based on what we’ve seen lately.”

“Can’t you just add your power to it through your right hand?” he asked. “Do you really have to use your left hand?”

She shot him a smirk. “It looks more dramatic this way.”

He turned back to studying the coastline. “I wonder why this Island is so stable. I wonder if there is any reason why any Island stays stable longer than another.”

“The situation will probably keep disintegrating as time goes on.” She stood up and closed her projection. “Everything will fall apart and become more chaotic until someone takes the second Shard.”

He cocked his head to study her again. She held herself together a little better this morning. She really needed to spend a few months in bed—and she needed to put on some weight. She barely ate any of the brined Lionfish.

She wouldn’t spend months in bed. Sleeping must have been the very last thing in the world she wanted to do.

She saw him watching her. “What?”

“You probably don’t want to hear this…..”

“You’re right. I don’t.”

“Just hear me out, okay? When I was with Marine, she and I tried to get into the White Spire.”

“You said that. You said you saw the Voyant manipulating the Coil.”

“I did. He used a projection like yours—except that it wasn’t a projection. It was some kind of large model. He could manipulate it, collapse some Layers, and expand others to create new Islands.”

“Uh-huh? What about that is something we don’t already know?”

“I didn’t recognize it before because Marine and I weren’t with you—but I recognize it now. It looked like your projection—the larger projection you use now. See what I mean?”

“No, I don’t. What does this have to do with anything?”

“Maybe there’s a connection between you and the Voyant…..”

She jolted and spun away from him. “There is NOT a connection between me and the Voyant! Don’t even suggest that!”

“Why not? What would be so bad about it if there was? You don’t know who your parents are…..”

“So you’re saying the Voyant is my….what? My father?”

“Why not? Why else would he be trying to find you?”

“The Voyant is not trying to find me?!” she roared. “We already know that. The Voyant didn’t come after me and Anríq even once when we were alone together.”

Yann frowned. “He didn’t?” 

“No!” she snapped. “Next question?”

Yann furrowed his brow in thought. “That’s strange. He didn’t come after me and Marine while we were alone together, either.”

“The Voyant is not my father!” she snarled. “Don’t even suggest that!”

“It doesn’t mean you have to go along with whatever he’s doing. You have all this extra power now. Why don’t you try again to find out who your parents are? You said before that you searched and couldn’t find them. Maybe that’s because you didn’t have the power to find them.”

She snorted. “It isn’t….and  I am NOT going to search for my parents. We’re searching for the Shard of Hotha, remember? What happened to that?”

“Just hear me out, okay? Imagine you had this power when you were little—like right after you got separated from your parents. Imagine you used these lines to track them down—or at least to the place where you got separated from them. You could have at least found out who they were.”

She glared at him and then turned away to stare across the water. “That was decades ago. I couldn’t do it now.”

“How do you know? How do you know these lines are perishable? They might last forever.”

She refused to answer him at all or even look at him. She simmered in resentment while she glared out at the coastline passing the boat.

He didn’t regret bringing it up. She could have all kinds of power she didn’t even know about—power just waiting for her to tap into it. She might be able to end this war a lot more quickly than she realized.

He let the subject drop and pretended to study the compass. The boat had an uncanny way of maneuvering itself and adjusting its course to accommodate the slightest breath of wind or change in the landscape.

The boat tacked farther out to seat when it came to a promontory. Yann and Eliska had to duck under the boom when it swung to the other side. Then the ship tacked back to the same distance from shore as soon as it passed the headland.

Eliska opened her Coil projection again. She didn’t use her left hand this time to make it big enough to see the real Island where the White Spire was.

“Could you use that to find the Sacred Shrine?” Yann asked.

“I already tried that,” she mumbled over her shoulder. “It doesn’t show up and I can’t read anything inside the White Spire at all.

“The Voyant must have protections around it,” Yann remarked. “You could read the layout of that maze Island perfectly well.”

She surprised him by spinning around and facing him. Was this the first time she’d ever made full eye contact with him since they wound up on this boat?

“This is what I don’t understand,” she exclaimed. “If the Voyant wants to find someone to take the second Shard—why hide it? Why would he set up protections around the spire to stop someone from finding the Shard? You would think he would do the opposite and make it as easy to find as possible.”

“You’re right,” Yann replied. “Maybe something else is hiding it.”

She narrowed her eyes at the coastline again, but she didn’t really see it. “I’m starting to agree with Marine. I don’t think the Shard is in the White Spire at all.”

“Then was that book lying?” Yann asked.

“No, not lying. The Shard is in some magical dimension that may or may not coincide with the White Spire—but it isn’t exactly in the White Spire if you know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t know what you mean. How can it be in the White Spire and not in the White Spire at the same time?”

“Because the Sacred Shrine is a magical dimension—like a Layer. Some of the more stable Islands have names—like the Ancestral Empire or the Hallowed Vales or the Sojourner’s Sanctum. The Sacred Shrine sounds like one of those, doesn’t it?”

“If it’s a Layer, then it should show up in the Coil, shouldn’t it?”

“Not if it can only be accessed by magical means—and not if the person who takes the Shard has to go on a quest to find it.”

“So what’s the quest? The records don’t say the person has to go on a quest. The records just said……” 

Yann broke off. Now he was the one to stare off into space. 

“What?” she asked again. “Did you remember something?”

“The records where Marine found out about the Shard of Hotha were more detailed genealogies of the Kings in the White Spire. They only said, ‘He took the Shard of Hotha from the Sacred Shrine and entered the Hall of Light to become King.’ They didn’t say anything about how the person finds the Sacred Shrine, but the information might be recorded somewhere else.”

She went back to brooding and so did he. He studied the landscape. The coastline looked so quiet and serene—too quiet and serene. Its very quietness and serenity didn’t look right.

She surprised him again by breaking the silence. “I guess I could,” she mumbled.

“Could what?” he asked.

“I could try to find out if…..you know……”

They both jumped out of their skins when a blazing halo of brilliant golden light erupted over the ocean to the right in front of the boat. The Voyant Mendicat appeared out of nowhere.








  
  
Chapter 5




The ocean exploded in chaos the instant the Voyant appeared. Massive waves erupted out of the sea and the boat veered hard to the left—which took it straight toward the beach. 

Yann pounced on the wheel. Eliska shot to the prow. She tried to raise her staff, but she didn’t have it anymore. 

She glanced around for anything she could use to fight the Voyant and grabbed a random belaying pin sticking out of the ship’s starboard rail.

She pointed it at the Voyant, but at that moment, the giant wave shapes seethed out of the ocean the way they did when she and Yann got trapped on that headland.

Massive faces with wide, devouring mouths plunged down on top of the boat. Yann fought the wheel to steer the ship away from the shore.

The hills beyond the coastline went nuts at the same time. They started folding, rolling, and churning the same way they did last time.

Eliska pointed the belaying pin at the Voyant, but right then, another gigantic wave plastered the ship from behind. 

Spray pelted all over the deck and the impact knocked Eliska off balance. She slammed into the mast and struggled to stand up straight so she could get a clear shot at the Voyant.

He never moved. He hovered over the waves glaring out at everything with the same brutal scowl on his face.

The storm built to a hurricane out on the ocean and another wave slapped the boat sideways. 

Yann yelled something. Eliska glanced in his direction and saw the boat sailing full speed into a huge rock cliff against another promontory. 

The waves reared taller than ever and struck harder if that was even possible. 

A colossal wave rose out of the ocean right behind the boat and lifted it high in the air. It would smash down right onto that cliff. The blow would destroy the boat in seconds.

Eliska didn’t hesitate long enough to explain what she was going to do. She saw the whole scene disintegrating before her eyes.

She spun away, sprinted down the deck, and collided with Yann where he stood behind the wheel. He yelled out again.

“Hold on!” she bellowed, slammed him down flat on his back on the deck, nailed her belaying pin into the deck boards, and detonated the Island full force. 

The boat exploded and Yann and Eliska plunged through into another Layer.

She held onto him with all her strength and he held onto her just as hard. He crushed her in his arms, and the next second, they dropped through into another scene of full-scale chaos.

A ton of water fell through the breach when the boat Island imploded. 

Yann and Eliska crashed down hard on a stone floor and all that water dumped on top of them before Eliska realized where they were.

She dragged herself out of a lake of water and immediately had to duck under her arms to protect herself from flying debris. 

She spotted a few empty bookshelves across a room built into a stone tower. Books, torn papers, and random trash pelted through the air and hammered both her and Yann.

She fired a bolt of magic from her belaying pin to cover both of them, but the next instant, the room exploded with them inside it.

Yann charged her and threw his arms around her. “We gotta get out of here!” he bellowed. “Take us to another Island!”

“This is the Layer with the White Spire in it!” she yelled back. 

“How can it be?!” he roared.

“We have to find our way out of this without destroying the Layer! Come on!”

She seized his hand, but she couldn’t hold onto him, protect him with her shield, and deflect all the stuff zooming at her at the same time.

She let go of him, used her left hand to keep up the shield, and aimed her belaying pin through the shield to shoot at books, chairs, desks, and broken stone blocks tumbling in confusion.

They hurtled at the two friends, crashed into her shield, bounced off, and sprang right back up to come at her again.

She fired at a granite boulder and smashed it to dust, but the dust kept whizzing around the room and circling back to bombard the shield all over again.

This happened so often that she couldn’t deny the truth anymore. Everything in this room was trying to attack her.

“Stay with me!” she yelled over her shoulder. “I can’t hold onto you and protect us at the same time! Make sure we don’t get separated!”

He inched up behind her and took hold of the back of her cloak. At least she could feel him there. He was still with her even when she turned her back on him.

She fought her way across the room, but all the stuff flying around doubled down its assault when she got near the door.

The rain of thumps and smashes on her shield escalated to a steady pounding din. Everything in this room hammered the shield trying to get through. Why?

Yann tugged her cloak to turn her around. He moved behind her and turned her back to the door.

She backstepped to push him toward it while she defended his retreat. “I got the door open!’ he yelled in her ear. “Come on! We can get out now!”

He dove through, yanked her backward to pull her with him, and they both stumbled onto a stone landing before he slammed the door shut.

The wind died immediately, but the stuff inside the room didn’t stop pounding on the door from the other side. All the books and stuff tried to get out to come after the pair.

Eliska backed away aiming her belaying pin at the door, but nothing came through. Everything on the landing sounded way too quiet. 

Yann looked behind them toward the stairs. “The rest of the building looks okay. Come on. Let’s see if we can find a way out.”

Eliska took at least a minute before she dared to put her belaying pin down. She didn’t want to turn her back on that door.

Heavy thuds banged the thick boards and rattled the lock in the wall, but the books and granite blocks didn’t break the door down. Yan pulled her away. 

They climbed down the stairs to the next landing, but he didn’t see any more instability or even any sign of people.

“This is spooky,” she murmured. “I wonder what’s wrong with this place.”

“This isn’t the Layer where you saw the White Spire before,” Yann pointed out. “That place was destroyed by fire. This obviously hasn’t been.”

She nudged him. “There’s another room over there with a window. Let’s see if we can locate the spire from here.”

She led the way into a stone room with no furniture in it. 

“It doesn’t look like anyone has lived here for a long time,” Yann remarked. “I haven’t seen any furniture in any of the rooms.”

“The room with all those flying books had plenty of furniture,” she told him. “Just none of it was nailed down.”

He laughed and approached the window. She went over to him.

They both stood and stared through it at the surrounding landscape churning in chaos. Dark vapors and clouds of colored gas swirled past the window along with Layers, landscapes, Islands, and Dark forces caught in the confusion.

Eliska bent through the window. She couldn’t see any ground this building might be standing on—or any roof or sky above, either.

When she looked up, she saw part of the stone tower flying apart as instability hit it. 

“It looks like this tower is going to disintegrate pretty soon, too,” she pointed out. “We should find a way to get out of here before that happens.”

Yann pointed out the window. “There’s the White Spire. We won’t be able to get to it through all of that.”

The clouds of vapor parted just long enough for Eliska to see the spire, too, and at that moment, another forest Island tumbled past.

It looked like a nice, green place with plenty of lush vegetation. She caught a split-second glimpse of Anríq and Marine before the Island somersaulted off to nowhere. She didn’t even get a chance to see what they were doing. Then they were gone.

She couldn’t have spoken if her life depended on it. Yann didn’t say a word, either.

They both stood and stared, but neither of them could see Anríq or Marine in the chaos anymore.








  
  
Chapter 6




Yann walked away, left the tower room, and went back to the stairs. 

Eliska followed him in a numb daze. Knowing Anríq and Marine were still alive out there somehow made it worse that Yann and Eliska couldn’t rejoin them. 

She created her Coil projection behind his back to find Anríq’s and Marine’s location, but the lines blurred again in all the collapsing Layers. She couldn’t locate Anríq and Marine from here.

Yann climbed down the stairs, entered a dozen identical rooms, and eventually worked his way all the way down to the very lowest halls.

This tower resembled the cloud tower where Marine first found the information about the Kings.

Vast decorative halls for dining and gathering branched off from tall, vaulted colonnades. 

This tower didn’t have any fires crackling in the fireplaces or dishes set for people to eat from. The whole place echoed with cold silence.

“This tower has the same layout as a Guardian Temple,” Eliska remarked when they got to the fourth gathering hall.

“I noticed that, too. If that’s true, we should be able to get out through the stable tunnel.”

“We can try it. If we can’t, I say we shatter this Layer and try to get to the White Spire another way.”

He nodded. “I was just about to suggest that myself.”

The pair found the kitchens, but before they went for the tunnel leading out to the stable yard, Eliska made a detour into a broom closet. 

“Don’t tell me you’re getting interested in domestic cleaning,” Yann teased.

“Hardy-har-har,” she sneered. She picked up a broom. “I need a staff. I am NOT leaving this Island with that.” She threw the belaying pin on the floor.

Yann snorted with laughter. “You could wave your wand at the Voyant like a real wizard.”

She glared at him. “You better shut your mouth.”

She turned her attention back to the broom so she wouldn’t see him smirking at her. She tore off the broom head and used the handle as a staff. “We can go now.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to search this place for a pointed hat and a long blue robe with stars on it?” he asked.

“I have a better idea. We can search this place for a bridle and saddle for you to wear, but we’ll put them on backward so everyone can see what a horse’s ass you are.”

He only laughed at her and they left the kitchen for the tunnel.

They stopped inside it and looked out at the chaos. It surrounded the tower on all sides and left no solid land anywhere.

“I guess that settles it,” Yann remarked. “Can you decide ahead of time which Layer to go to?”

“I don’t suppose it matters,” she replied. “This is the Layer with the White Spire in it—which is where we’re trying to go. We’ll just have to find a stable Island somewhere and try to get to the White Spire the next time it moves.”

He nodded again. “That sounds like as good a plan as any.”

She glanced up at him….and their eyes met. She would have to use a binding spell to hold him near her while they fell through the Layers.

He held out his hand instead. She found herself smiling at him when she took it.

She would have liked to tell him right then how glad she was to be with him, but words failed her. 

She would have been unbelievably relieved to be stranded in the Coil with any of her three friends—Anríq, Yann, or Marine. Any of them would be better than getting stranded out here alone.

They would have been so much better than that. She was really starting to understand how desperate and bare her life had been before she went to Middleborough. 

She had been living so close to the wind, barely keeping herself alive, and treating everyone she met as an enemy. She never relied on anyone for help.

She would never be able to go back to that. She really didn’t care anymore if she got stranded with an imp like Yann.

She squeezed his hand and he squeezed back. She read the same gratitude and affection in his eyes when he gazed down at her.

She raised her staff and stabbed it into the floor at her feet. The tower around her evaporated in a cloud of mayhem and all the stone walls hurtled inward to crush the pair.

She dove for him at the same instant he dove for her. They grabbed onto each other and wheeled off into the Layer.

Eliska had to continuously magick her and Yann from one place to another to keep out of the way of more landscapes imploding on all sides. 

Whole Islands thundered nearer. They came perilously close to crushing the two friends before she magicked herself and Yann out of the way to the last second.

They smashed through a blast of spikes ripping out of thin air before Yann and Eliska crashed down hard in a dense patch of trees at the bottom of a steep ravine.

Yann landed on top of her and they both grunted in pain when the fall knocked the air out of their lungs.

“Get off me, you big oaf!” she roared.

“Quit whining!” he countered. “You’re the one who brought us here—not me.”

She wound up laughing and squirmed out from under him before she floundered to her feet. 

Neither of them could stand up very well on the ravine’s steep sides. Leaf litter and fallen branches made the surface even more uneven.

“Well, here we are.” Yann searched the area. “I guess we’re in a stable Island—for now.”

“Hold on,” she told him. “I can get us somewhere better than this.”

He grinned at her. “I wasn’t going to say….”

She wound up laughing again, grabbed his hand, and magicked both of them to the top of the ravine.

They landed on a hilltop overlooking an immense wilderness stretching into the distance around them. Giant snowcapped mountains faded to a cloud of blue horizon.

Eliska opened her Coil projection. “There are some towns and cities down in the valleys. We can head for those.”

“Where are we in relation to the White Spire?”

She revolved the image. “The Layer we just left is still collapsing. I don’t see the Spire appearing anywhere else just yet. It looks like we just have to wait for it to show up.”

They headed off in the direction where she’d seen the towns. She didn’t tell him how far away they were.

The wind bit much colder up here. Both Yann’s and Eliska’s clothes were still wet from falling through the boat Island, so she used her magic to dry them.

“You could use your magic to create a town like Tenby with all the fixings,” he suggested.

“I might be able to create a town like Tenby if I understood how any of that stuff worked.”

“You’re right. I don’t think even the people of Tenby knew how it worked.”

“Marine might,” Eliska pointed out. “She seems to understand a lot about that stuff.”

“I should have asked her when I had the chance—or she could have shown me how to look it up on the computers.’

She cocked her head to study him, but she didn’t ask about what happened between him and Marine while they were alone.

The change in him had more to do with that than with him taking command of the Black Watch in Tenby—or anywhere else. 

Eliska didn’t blame Yann for being interested in Marine. Any sane man would be. It only surprised Eliska that Yann didn’t try to start something with Marine sooner. 

He didn’t deny it when Eliska said he shared something special with Marine. It might have been something really special—like life-changing special—kind of like what happened between her and Anríq. 

If Yann and Eliska never met back up with Anríq and Marine….if Yann and Eliska got stuck together for good……

Each of them would be the other’s second choice. 

She would never regret getting together with Yann. He was one of the best men she’d ever met. Any woman would be lucky to get with him.

He wasn’t Anríq, though. No one ever could be.

She wasn’t Marine, either. Even Eliska understood that. She would never be able to live up to Marine’s standard. 

She wouldn’t mind being a man’s second choice if the first choice was Marine. Eliska would never want to take Marine’s place in Yann’s heart—assuming it came to that.

He felt the same way about Anríq. She already knew that. Yann worshiped Anríq—and for good reason.

Neither of them broke the silence on their way through the mountain wilderness. He must be thinking the same thing.  He must be evaluating what would happen between them if they never met up with Anríq and Marine.

Eliska knew Yann cared about her. He loved her as much as he could love anyone who wasn’t Marine.

Eliska would never be his dream come true, but maybe she didn’t need to be. 








