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Chapter 1




“Run!” Yann Dilnao bellowed as a deafening crack split the ceiling of blue sky above his head. 

He charged ahead, but he only made a dozen yards before the sky buckled and crashed down on top of him, Eliska, and Anríq.

The three friends tightened into a closer group, but the upheaval overtook them. There was nowhere to run as the whole upper Layer collapsed on top of the friends.

Anríq grabbed the giant battle axe off his back and spun backward to confront an incoming avalanche of Darklings and Dark forces breaking through from the wild Layers.

He couldn’t defend himself or anyone else from all this. Darklings pitched through the breach roaring in fear and surprise as the collapse threw them into confusion, too. 

They didn’t have time to attack. They were as helpless before the Dark chaos as everyone else.

Yann dodged sideways to get closer to Eliska, but she turned back to help Anríq and Yann missed her.

Yann didn’t even get a chance to raise his glaive before giant slabs of bedrock and enormous landslides of soil, lava, and water smashed into the ground all around the travelers.

The Layer in which the friends had just traveling collapsed around their ears, broke the earth beneath their feet, and sent them pitching into other Layers below.

The cascade spread through multiple Layers, each one collapsing on top of another. 

Fire, ice, wind, cold, whistling missiles, and even helpless injured or dead Darklings struck Yann, ricocheted off, and wheeled away to nowhere before he even thought to defend himself.

A sudden sucking force squashed the three friends together and they collided inside one of Eliska’s protective magical fields.

None of the friends had an instant’s reprieve before another long, thin Dark vapor snaked out of the mayhem, struck her field, and shattered it.

The impact flung the three friends apart. She dove for Yann just in time and grabbed his wrist to pull him back. “Stay with me!” she yelled over the noise.

“I’m trying to!” He had to spin away from her and yank his hand free to stab his glaive at another Darkling that came tumbling too close.

The Darkling only made it a dozen yards away from the friends before a huge wall of lava swept across the Layer from Yann’s right.

It came impossibly fast. It would have incinerated the three friends, but before anyone could stop it, it morphed into a gigantic shape.

It didn’t look so much like a face as just some kind of grotesque shadow made entirely of flames.

The shadow rippled on the lava surface before whatever it was yawned open a huge mouth, swallowed the Darkling and a bunch of other crap caught in the chaos, and then turned on the three friends.

Yann stared up at a wall of fire and undulating lava coming straight for him. He couldn’t move. His glaive wouldn’t do anything to drive this thing off.

His brain registered one instant of clarity when he realized that the Dark lava actually did turn around to come after him and his friends.

The lava wall had been traveling from his right to his left. It swallowed the Darkling and then deliberately changed direction to target Yann, Eliska, and Anríq.

Yann didn’t have time to mention it or even really to realize what was happening before the wall surged toward the three friends. 

Shadows that might have been eyes migrated around in the flames. Searing heat blasted across the Layer and singed Yann’s cheeks. 

At the last possible second before the Dark lava attacked the travelers, Eliska cast another binding spell around them and reestablished her protective field.

She did something else to it and the ball blasted straight into the lava wall. The field lasted a split second before it evaporated again.

That field lasted just long enough for the three friends to break through into a different Layer behind the wall. The friends dropped into a landscape being torn apart by even more upheaval. 

The Layer itself seemed like a relatively stable Island. The three friends crashed down on the ground outside what looked like a large city—maybe even the largest city they’d seen so far.

Paved roads passed through residential neighborhoods leading to larger, taller, more majestic buildings in the distance—or they would have if the chaos wasn’t already tearing the place apart.

The chaos didn’t destroy the Island. That was the strangest thing. The Darklings and Dark forces got trapped on the other side of the lava wall. They didn’t break through to put this Layer in danger.

The Island was already in enough danger already.

Roads, houses, trees, hills, animals, people, and even vehicles that must have been using the roads before the instability hit—the Dark forces took them all and changed them in freakish ways.

The roads curled backward and whipped back down on the ground to strike at people. 

Animals rushed in snarling and baring their teeth. Trees bent their crowns nearly to the ground and fired torrents of sharp needles at the friends.

Sections of sod peeled off the ground and tried to pummel the travelers as they passed.

Yann would have considered this particularly odd if this random stuff only attacked the travelers’ party. He would have written it off as another deliberate attack by the Voyant Mendicat.

Yann couldn’t assign this to any deliberate attack by anything—not a deliberate attack on the travelers’ party.

All this stuff attacked everything else without exception, too. All these forces attacked each other with equal ferocity. 

Roads, houses, trees, and vehicles didn’t target the friends over any other target except that the friends just showed up in this landscape for the very first time.

That seemed to set off the whole Layer and everything came at the friends at once.

Eliska grabbed Yann even though he was already staggering to his feet. “We gotta move!” she yelled. “Come on!”

She pulled him closer to her and Anríq, flanked Yann on one side, and Anríq took the other side.

She kept firing magical blasts on her side while Anríq clubbed away objects, animals, and even people transformed by the Dark.

Yann couldn’t even be sure it was the Dark transforming them. Did it really matter anymore if the Dark caused this instability or if it came naturally from the collapsing Coil?

The party set off for the city and ran through the outer neighborhoods. The buildings got progressively bigger heading for the taller towers a few miles away.

This was one of those cities with vehicles flying through the air. They flew wildly out of control and smashed into things. Yann even spotted some birds joining in an escalating air battle between the highest buildings.

In some cases, the vehicles picked up speed, charged each other, crashed into houses, trees, and even hillsides, and pulverized their targets.

Some of these insane vehicles survived the damage enough to pull their crushed bodies away and go after other targets—and then all those things turned on the friends, too.

The road slapped itself back down on the ground, but it never stayed in one place for long. 

It kept swooping from side to side, curling up to strike at creatures and things, and then unrolling into a different position heading somewhere completely different.

In that moment, a bunch of random structures exploded out of the ground. These didn’t belong to the same class as the houses and buildings the travelers had seen before.

Spiky towers stabbed through the sod and pavement of surrounding roads, sidewalks, and embankments. The towers barely took shape before they distorted into crooked, angled horrors and joined in the mayhem of attacking everything around them.

These structures kept growing, sprouting different side angles, and twisting their shapes. They extended wings and side turrets into structures that never would have been possible in normal reality.

Some of their pointed towers bent all the way over and stabbed down at the travelers. 

The structures came from directly ahead of the travelers—right in front of Yann. 

Eliska and Anríq were too busy defending the trio from behind and both sides.

Yann didn’t have time to turn around even to alert them of the structures’ attack. Yann was the only person facing in the right direction to see it in time.

He didn’t hold out any hope that he would be able to stop them with just his glaive, but all three friends would be dead if he didn’t do something.

He sprang forward and stabbed his glaive into the roof of a tower jabbing down at him from above. The roof even had shingles hanging off it. 

His glaive crunched through the shingles and the tower reared back in alarm. Its sudden response tore his glaive through the roof a second time and ripped a bunch of shingles off to reveal the attic inside.

A shriek of what sounded like pain echoed through the hole. That sound set Yann’s hair on end and the sound also set off all the other towers.

Someone fighting back infuriated the towers. A dozen of these misshapen buildings migrated across the ground to surround the party and the towers all attacked at the same time.

“We gotta get out of here!” Yann yelled over his shoulder. “You have to take us somewhere else!”

“There is nowhere else!” Eliska yelled back. “Nowhere is safe! The whole Coil is falling apart!”

“How can it be?!” Yann countered. “How can it just be falling apart this badly right this minute?!”

“It isn’t! This has been coming for a long time! If I take us somewhere else, it would be just as bad!”

“Who the hell cares?!” Yann roared. “Take us—NOW!!”

He slashed his glaive at any building that attacked him, but they came too fast. One of them struck him backward and he crashed into Anríq.

The next minute, the whole Layer collapsed anyway. Yann didn’t see if Eliska did it or if it happened by itself—or if another Layer collapsed on top of the friends.

It didn’t matter anymore. They fell through another chaos Layer. Eliska cast a binding spell to hold the friends inside her protective field, and this time, it held.

“Where are we going?” Anríq panted.

Eliska shook her head and cast a frenzied glance around the Layer while all three friends caught their breath. “I don’t know where we can go….”

“Take us to the White Spire,” Yann told her. “If nowhere is any better than anywhere else, then we should go after it.”

“We won’t be able to break in without Marine’s magic to help us out,” Eliska told him.

Yann opened his mouth to tell her that they had to try again anyway, but right then, another Dark vapor came at the friends from directly in front.

This one may have just been traveling through the Layer with no direction in mind.

At that second, another Dark vapor—an orange-colored one—whipped out of nowhere. This one looked like it was moving randomly, too.

The two vapors collided and exploded the Layer. Eliska’s field held and plunged through into a sky full of reddish-black clouds.

Her ball immediately started to plummet toward a torched landscape far below. This landscape didn’t heave out of shape nor did anything change position to attack anything else.

Yann didn’t see any sign of instability at all—not anymore. Whatever destroyed this landscape passed through long ago and left the area desolate.

Eliska used her magic to slow down the ball’s descent. She would have floated the ball all the way to the ground, but she slowed it more and more until it stopped hovering a hundred feet off the ground.

“This doesn’t make any sense,” she murmured. “This Island should have suffered the same instability as all the others. It shouldn’t be this stable.”

“I know why it isn’t,” Anríq replied from behind her.

She turned around—and then she and Yann followed Anríq’s gaze to the horizon in the opposite direction. 

The wreckage of a destroyed city lay across one side of the countryside. This Layer might have been similar to the one the friends just passed through—the one with all the living objects and structures attacking each other.

Plenty of exploded vehicles lay in piles of cinders in the middle of the roads. Whole sections had calved off the buildings to expose decimated rooms and residences inside.

Nothing attacked here. Nothing so much as moved. Yann didn’t see any people. They must all be dead.

The few buildings still standing extended their melted, scorched, blackened hulks to the gloomy sky. No vegetation grew in that landscape.

Only one building broke the skyline. It jutted its pointed turret above everything else around it. A building that tall and that solid didn’t look right surrounded by all this wreckage.

A rim of spikes rimmed the building’s tallest tower. Four windows looked out from a small room facing the four directions. 

It was the White Spire—the Voyant’s stronghold that the three friends had been searching for all this time.








  
  
Chapter 2




“Come on! Let’s go!” Yann surged to the edge of Eliska’s protective field, but he couldn’t get out of it any better than all the Dark forces could get into it. 

She shot out her hand to hold him back even though he couldn’t go anywhere. “We can’t, Yann. The Voyant has too many protections around the spire. We won’t be able to go near it.”

He looked around. “I don’t see the river or the wolves.”

“He’s using different protections now—magical protections.”

“We have to try something,” he insisted. “We might not get another chance. We’ve searched all this time for any Layer where he might be hiding the spire. We have to strike now while we have a chance, even if we don’t succeed. What will we do instead—just wander the Coil? If you’re right, then everywhere will be as unstable as the Layers we’ve just traveled through.”

“I agree with Yann,” Anríq chimed in. “We’re already here. We’ve tried so hard to get here. We should assault the spire….”

“How should we assault it?” Eliska countered. “I don’t have the magic to break the Voyant’s protections.”

Yann’s gaze migrated back to the spire in the distance. It wasn’t white—not in this landscape. It looked as burnt and scarred as every other building around here.

Eliska really didn’t want to go near it. Just looking at it made her sick to her stomach.

“What can you tell us about the defenses?” Yann asked.

She had to gulp to make herself heard. “I don’t know what defenses it has. I don’t want to check……I can only tell you that they’ll be a hundred times stronger now than they were before.”

“How do you know that if you haven’t checked?”

She squinted at the landscape—the landscape in the other direction—away from the spire.

“I can’t explain how I know…..except that maybe this power gives me a deeper connection to the Coil itself. The Coil will become increasingly unstable….”

“What could be more unstable than this?” Yann looked around even though this Island wasn’t unstable.

It must have been unstable sometime. That’s how it got like this.

“It will get more unstable,” she repeated. “It might get so unstable that the Coil itself disintegrates. I don’t know how far it could go, but we aren’t anywhere close to that yet—but that doesn’t mean anything. The defenses will get stronger the longer this goes on. Every day that passes before someone finds and takes the Shard of Hotha makes it increasingly difficult to find.”

He gaped at her with his jaw on the ground. “Are you serious?! If we can’t find it now, what chance do we have if it gets even harder than this?”

“That’s what I’m telling you.” She pointed at the spire and instantly regretted it.

Anríq read her mind. “Is the spire’s magic Dark? Is that why you don’t want to assault it?”

“No, the White Spire isn’t Dark, but it does possess unbelievable power. That power is out of control right now……” Her eyes sliced back to the tower on the horizon. “The Shard is in there. I’m certain of it now—or it’s in whatever magical realm the spire leads to.”

“Then that settles it,” Yann countered. “If the Shard is there, then we have to go. We have to find a way in—and we already know I can get the closest to the spire of all of us. You two will have to break the defenses so I can make it to the walls.”

Eliska glanced at Anríq at the same moment he glanced at her. Assaulting the White Spire was the last thing she wanted to do.

That decision seemed to have been taken away from her now—by something other than Yann’s determination to defeat the Voyant.

Yann’s voice drifted into her ear from what seemed like a long way away. “You can take us there in this ball. That will be quicker than traveling along the ground. Get us as close to the spire as you can before you put us on the ground. Then you two can fight the defenses while I try to get to the spire.”

She didn’t argue nor did she tell him that she and Anríq wouldn’t be able to defeat the defenses.

None of that meant anything to Yann anymore. It shouldn’t have meant anything to Eliska, either.

It was already too late to pull out of this. The three friends lost Marine trying to accomplish this mission.

Now they had nowhere else in the Coil to go—and neither did anyone else. There was no other option. The Shard of Hotha was the only way out—for anyone and everyone everywhere in the Coil.

Thinking that drew her gaze back to the spire—and for some reason, her ball drifted there along with her gaze and her thoughts. 

The ball floated lower and soared closer to the spire—and then she felt it.

She didn’t detect any magical barrier. Maybe it happened the minute she decided to go near the spire.

Something snapped inside her. Her Dark poison reacted to the spire’s magic in ways she didn’t anticipate.

This never happened before, but her magic got a lot stronger all of a sudden. The two forces magnetized themselves to each other and she knew.

The Shard was definitely in the spire—and not in some magical other dimension or Layer. It really was in the spire itself—right in front of her.

An insatiable desire overwhelmed her to take the Shard into herself. She had to find it and take it. The urge became irresistible.

The feeling took control of her magic. Her ball flew faster and faster. She added more and more magic to make the ball fly faster and to increase its protective capabilities.

The spire’s defenses reacted instantaneously—almost as if the spire itself knew that someone was trying to get inside.

Torrents of magic blasted out of the top turret. They erupted from the windows facing this way, but they didn’t come from the Voyant. 

Eliska wasn’t sure he was even really in there, but it didn’t matter. The defenses alone held the friends off—or tried to.

Each of those ejections bombarded the ball and tried to penetrate it. Anríq swung his club at the ball and timed his strikes for each blast smashing into its sides.

The impact unloaded his magic on the blasts and knocked them away to keep the ball intact.

Eliska stabbed her staff into the ball’s outer rim and added more of her magic to it. She strengthened the ball and she also ejected her own magical bombardment from the ball’s surface.

Eruptions of magic spouted from the ball toward the White Spire. She landed countless hits on that window, but she couldn’t damage it.

Her ball shot across the landscape at mind-blowing speed. The bombardment from the spire escalated in intensity as she got nearer.

The spire pounded the ball enough to slow her down. The ball shuddered from her effort not just to keep it moving but to keep it airborne and finally just to keep it intact.

“I can’t hold on much longer!” she shrieked.

“Put us on the ground!” Yann ordered.

She didn’t have a chance to move before a brutal impact hit the ball and it burst fifty feet above the ground. She barely had time to cast a spell under all three of them to cushion their fall.

They all slammed down on the ground a hundred yards from the spire’s walls. Eliska looked up and then launched to her feet when more defensive blasts belched from the spire windows.

She dove in front of the two boys just as they got to their feet, raised her hand, and blocked the assault back to the spire itself.

She added her magic to the blast—and then Anríq materialized at her side with his club in one hand and his axe in the other.

The bombardment widened to include both of them. He whirled his weapons back and forth as fast as he could to deflect countless shots bursting from the spire.

Eliska kept her staff raised in one right hand and radiated her magic in front of her to take the hellish barrage. She had to unload just as much magic from her left hand. She didn’t dare to lower either of them.

She didn’t try to hit every single bombardment. She wouldn’t have been able to hit so many of them. Anríq had a hard time keeping up with them and she sensed him failing already.
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Yann darted forward to try to get past Eliska and Anríq, but another blistering torch of magic came perilously close to hitting him. Eliska had to dive out of position to protect him. 

He immediately retreated behind her to get out of danger. He couldn’t get near the spire without taking his life in his hands.

She considered just for a split second if she could advance across that space to approach the tower—and instantly knew that she couldn’t. 

She and Anríq together couldn’t break these defenses. They couldn’t even hold their current position. Forget about going any closer.

Right then, a particularly bright and much larger jet of energy shot from the spire’s northern window. It torched across the landscape and hit Anríq in the chest.

It came so fast that it missed his axe and club completely. He was too busy striking away all the other blasts. 

This one zoomed between his arms and his weapons, vaporized straight through his body, and hurled him backward to slam on the ground while the magical discharge kept going.

It shrieked upward in a howling curve to the skies, twisted around, and dove down for another pass. None of the spire’s other defensive barrages did that before.

“ANRÍQ!!” Eliska roared and tried to get to him.

She couldn’t move with such a vicious bombardment attacking her. Now she was the only person trying to get near the spire. All the defenses concentrated on her alone.

The assault built to a deafening thunder against all her effort to hold it off. She couldn’t last much longer, either.

That one powerful torch of magic plunged out of the sky coming straight for her. If it hit her, it would take her down exactly the way it took down Anríq. Then Yann would be defenseless and their whole mission would be over in a matter of seconds.

She reacted instantaneously, fired two binding spells at both boys, and magicked all three of them away across the landscape to put as much distance as possible between herself and the spire.

Eliska set Anríq on the ground behind a hill. Blackened, twisted tree trunks covered the area. None of those trees had a single leaf of vegetation on them. Not a single living thing survived in this desolate wasteland.

She attacked Anríq with all her might and searched his body for any way to heal whatever was wrong with him.

She couldn’t find anything wrong with him. That was the problem. She probed his body and even explored his magic. She didn’t find any injuries, either internal or external. His magic was perfectly intact.

The fingers of both his hands remained clamped in a white-knuckle grip around the handles of his weapons. He didn’t let go of them even when he fell unconscious.

“We should stay in this Island as long as we can,” Yann murmured from not far away. “We don’t want to get caught in another collapse until we have no choice but to leave.”

She didn’t turn around to look at him. She kept searching Anríq for any way to heal him.

She fought down panic when she probed his mind, all his internal organs, and everything else.

“What’s wrong with him?” Yann asked. “Can you heal him?”

“I can’t find anything wrong with him,” Eliska muttered. “. Whatever hit him, it didn’t leave any trace. It wasn’t Dark. It just neutralized him.”

“Does that mean he won’t come back from this?”

She only mumbled, “I don’t know,” and prayed to High Heaven that Yann stopped asking questions.

He watched her for a minute. She struggled against the urge to give up. She had to bring Anríq back. She couldn’t lose him.

She couldn’t face losing him or Yann, but she had no way to prevent it, either.

A second later, Yann got to his feet. “I’m going to explore the area. I’ll see if I can find anything…..”

He wandered off and left her alone, but that hardly made her feel better.

She pried Anríq’s weapons out of his hands, but his arms and fingers didn’t relax at all.

She had to move one of his bags out of the way to get closer to him. He carried the tools of his trade in those bags.

She could have searched his bags and seen all the stones, shells, and trinkets he used for healing.

She pushed that idea away, and in her last desperate act, she planted her hands on him—one on his forehead and one in the center of his chest.

She shut her eyes and released her Dark power into him. 

She didn’t let herself feel this before, but the minute she tapped her Darkness, she found out what was wrong with him.

That shot from the spire left a trace of its own powerful magic in him. It wasn’t Dark, so his own power masked it.

She flooded him with her Darkness to drive the spire’s magic out of him. He shuddered, settled, and floated into an exhausted sleep. His arms collapsed at his sides and his head lolled sideways.

She withdrew her Darkness from him, but not before using it to check every part of him to make sure he was okay. He was. He was just asleep now.

Yann returned a few minutes later carrying an armload of wood. She didn’t realize the sun was going down until he started building a fire.

He didn’t try to talk to her while he lit it. Then he left again.

She didn’t look up to acknowledge him. She hated to think she might be giving Anríq more attention. She would have been just as frantic to save Yann.

She took a long time before she satisfied herself that Anríq really was okay. She finally allowed herself to sit down by the fire. She added sticks to it while she waited for Yann to come back.

Yann was her brother—her only family. She couldn’t lose him—but she would lose him. 

Losing him would hurt worse than losing all the others—her mother, her father, her friends and companions. 

He was different. She actually knew she had him this time. She lost her mother before she could remember. Yvan Dilnao died before she found out he was her father.

She knew about Yann. She loved him. The thought of losing him made her want to die.

The thought of losing him or Anríq drove her to some kind of insanity. Part of her wanted to trade one for the other, but she couldn’t decide which she would rather trade for the other.

She would never trade either of them for the other. She only hoped she died first—but then she would inflict that devastation on them. She couldn’t let that happen.

It would happen because none of them could defeat the Voyant.

She fell into gloomy brooding for a while before Anríq heaved a deep sigh in his sleep.

She turned around to face him. The fire cast a pleasant glow of light and warmth in the darkness. 

She couldn’t see the destroyed surroundings anymore. She could convince herself that she and the boys were just camping here the same way they camped everywhere else in the Coil.

Anríq opened his eyes and frowned up at the ceiling of dense cloud overhead. He didn’t move for a minute. Then his eyes darted around the landscape and locked on Eliska.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” he murmured.

She didn’t have to ask what he meant. “Yes, I should have. I had to save you. I couldn’t leave you like that.”

He pursed his lips and scowled. “Did you make yourself sick again?”

“No. The magic wasn’t Dark. I just drove it out of you—but I would have done it to save you.” She let her hand slip into his. “I can’t lose you.”

He raised one beefy arm, cupped her cheek, and held her there while his eyes bored into her. “I don’t want you to risk yourself—not even for me.”

“I have to. What good am I without you? What good is this power at all if I don’t use it to help you—and Yann? He’s the one who keeps saying it’s a good thing. There’s no reason for me to even have it if I don’t use it for this.” She gulped down a lump in her throat. “What else would I use it for if not to heal you? No one else could do it.”

She couldn’t stand the painful concern in his eyes. Her connection with him told her exactly what he was thinking and feeling.

He didn’t want to lose her, either. The idea of her dying first stabbed him in the guts. He couldn’t decide whether he would rather lose her or Yann first. Anríq would rather die himself first than face life without them.

She crumbled onto his chest and shut her eyes in the safety of his arms. She didn’t have to do or be anything else as long as she was with him.

He sighed and pressed his lips to her hair. “Thank you,” he whispered.

She wrapped her arms tighter around him. She didn’t want to let go, but he pried her head up to force her to look into his eyes.

She realized a second before he did it what he planned to do. She froze and then melted into his hands when he pulled her toward him and kissed her.

That kiss settled deeper into her soul than the kiss they shared in the Dark Layer. This was the first time he’d kissed her since then. They’d only just talked about their relationship since then when they did anything about it at all.

They both knew it would happen—it would happen for as long as it lasted until one of them fell in this war.

That could happen tomorrow. It could happen next week. 

She drifted into that kiss and let this feeling sweep her away. She gave over her entire self to this feeling of being with him.

She just had to feel this even knowing the outcome.

She wouldn’t come out of this with any kind of prize or victory. That wasn’t possible.

She just had to feel this. This was the only reward—for something she couldn’t even define.

It wasn’t a reward because it hurt worse than any torture. Kissing him—loving him—aching for something that could never be…..

The torment she endured from the Keepers of the Dawn had been child’s play compared to this.

She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back with all her heart and soul. She poured every trace of emotion into that kiss. 

She hoped it never ended, but of course it had to. She sank into his arms, stretched out on the ground with him, and floated in a world where tomorrow didn’t exist.








  
  
Chapter 4




Yann headed back through the trees toward the campfire in the distance. It guided him through the darkness to where he left Eliska and Anríq. 

Anríq better be okay. If he wasn’t, Yann might have to convince Eliska to give up this quest. He and Eliska wouldn’t be able to go after the White Spire or the Shard of Hotha on their own.

They would need to retreat to some other Layer while they decided what to do.

The best decision might be to do nothing—or to travel somewhere else until they found someone strong enough who could help them go after the Shard.

He stopped among the trees when he saw Anríq and Eliska together. Anríq lay on his back on the ground by the fire.

He cupped her cheek with one hand and stared into her eyes. Yann heard them murmuring to each other from this distance. He didn’t try to hear what they said.

Then Anríq pulled her down to kiss her. Yann only had to see the way they both enveloped each other in that kiss.

He turned away and took off walking through the trees. He could give them their privacy while he made himself scarce.

He didn’t find any source of food or water when he explored the area. This Island had neither.

He wandered around in the dark for what he hoped was a long time. He had no way of telling the time out here and nowhere else to go.

He was just considering sitting down somewhere and maybe trying to get some sleep when he saw a light glowing in the distance.

It came from the opposite direction from the campfire and the White Spire.

This glow was much too big to come from any campfire. The glow lit up a rim of the sky over there. 

Yann should have been able to see it from among the trees. The friends should have been able to see it from their camp spot. They should have been able to see it even from the White Spire.

They didn’t see the glow because it hadn’t been there before. He headed for it, came to the edge of the dead tree trunks, climbed another hill, and stared across the landscape at another city in the distance.

Something must have happened to this Island because that city definitely wasn’t there before. All three of the friends would have seen it when Eliska’s ball first entered this Layer.

She hovered high enough above the landscape while the friends talked about going after the spire. 

All three of them surveyed the rest of the Island to every corner of the horizon. There had been no other city—in that direction or any other direction.

Deafening booms echoed across the landscape from an unholy bombardment against the cloud ceiling above this Layer. Yann, Eliska, and Anríq would have heard that noise from the other side of the trees.

Blazing fireballs smashed through the Layer above the city. They rained hellfire on tall buildings, fighting vehicles Yann didn’t recognize, and detonated whole neighborhoods to smithereens.

As soon as those projectiles broke through the upper Layer, a constant deluge of all those burning torches hammered all over the city.

The city must have been relatively intact right up until the bombardment. Yann could even see glass in some of the windows.

It all shattered out of its frames when the fireballs hit—and then he saw Dark forces up there beyond the breach.

They weren’t Darklings. They looked more like indistinct shapes of some kind of misshapen creatures.

They emerged from a combination of Dark vapors and more lava masses, hurled all those projectiles down on the city, and set it ablaze.

A long line of refugees snaked out of the city. They followed the roads leading away to the north—or what Yann thought must be north.

Thousands of people filed out of the city carrying bundles, children, and pushing handheld wheeled trolleys piled with the refugees’ possessions.

Yann watched from a distance trying to understand. Those Dark forces up there breached the Layer to attack this city, but the city Island still didn’t collapse.

The Voyant must be doing something to stabilize this Island—now that he finally found somewhere to put the White Spire. Of course he must not want to keep moving it around all the time.

The glow in the sky came from all those catastrophic fires and explosions laying waste to the city right in front of Yann’s eyes. This must have destroyed the Island in the first place—so why didn’t it destroy this city the first time?

Yann couldn’t help those fleeing people. They were already escaping their city by the only route available.

He started to turn back. He planned to go get Eliska and maybe Anríq, too. They could use their magic to help these people if anyone could help.

Right then, something shot out of the ground next to the column. The thing looked like a house from this distance, but it couldn’t have been. There hadn’t been any houses in that part of the countryside before now.

Whatever it was had a cube shape with four walls holding up a pointed roof. The house-thing turned on the refugees to attack them. Then the thing turned into some kind of creature.

This wasn’t a Darkling, either. It looked more like some kind of giant misshapen organism that might have been living underground until just this minute.

Yann didn’t hesitate. He took off at a sprint down the other side of the hill and veered up the column getting closer to the thing.

The refugees reared away from the creature. Screams echoed out of the crowd.

The creature dove to snatch up as many people as it could catch, but the refugees dodged just in time—just long enough for Yann to get there.

He took a running leap for the house-thing or whatever it was. He would have landed on its roof, but it lunged for the refugee column right then. He landed behind it and stabbed his glaive into it from behind.

It roared and spun around to confront him, but he only darted around its other side. He stabbed and slashed at it again and again from all sides.

By that time more bizarre shapes, creatures, and objects came out of the unstable landscape.

They only attacked the refugees for some reason. None of these things attacked Yann, not even when he attacked them first. 

His glaive damaged the house-thing. It wasn’t really a house because this thing actually had a body his blade glaive could penetrate.

His blade sank into its skin and came away bloody. The thing wasn’t made of boards and shingles.

He didn’t take the time to consider what these things were or what they were made of. He charged between them stabbing and swiping at everything in sight.

“Keep moving!” he yelled to the refugees. “Get away from the city!”

They rallied, especially when his assault distracted the creatures away from them.

All these things took a long time to turn away from the column. Fireballs and raining flames kept pouring through the breach in the upper Layer, but the collapse concentrated on the city itself. It didn’t follow the column out into the wilderness.

The instability kept spawning these strange shapes and creatures, but they concentrated around the city, too.

Yann didn’t understand this. He fought his way to the end of the line and hacked his glaive at anything that threatened the refugees.

He pivoted between them and the attacking creatures. The creatures didn’t follow. 

One by one, the creatures turned their attention back to the city, lost interest in the refugees, and fell farther and farther behind as the column moved away.

None of this made sense based on Yann’s previous experience in the Coil, but at least these people weren’t in danger anymore.

He climbed another hill and surveyed the landscape to the south and east. He should go back to Anríq and Eliska now, but he wanted to make sure he got these people to some kind of safety.

Nothing would be safe, but at least no one attacked them in the wilderness—not until the next collapse.

Three or four thousand people marched in a long line moving away from the destruction. Their route led them straight out into the torched landscape leading to the farthest horizon.

He was just thinking about how they would find food and water when a group of refugees came up to him. 

They wore very nicely tailored clothing but in a much more modest and understated style than he’d seen in Tenby and Savaré.

Four men and an older lady came up to him and shook hands all around. “Thank you so much for your help.” A tall man with shoulder-length straight brown hair glanced down at Yann’s uniform. “Who are you? Where do you come from? Do you belong to the Army or something?”

“You don’t know what the Black Watch is?” Yann had to check himself. He’d never met anyone who didn’t know about the Black Watch.

The people in front of him exchanged glances. “I’ve never heard of it,” the same man replied. “Should I have?”

Yann waved that away. “Never mind. These people will need food and water soon—not to mention shelter.”

“We brought supplies with us,” the woman replied. “We’re traveling to our sister city fifty miles away. We’ll make it as long as the landscape doesn’t fall apart again.”

“Would you come with us?” the first man asked. “We can’t defend ourselves.”

“I’m afraid I won’t be able to do much.” Yann waved over his shoulder. “I have two friends back there. I can go get them. They’ll be able to help you better than I can.”

“Don’t leave us alone!” the woman insisted. “What if something happens?”

“I wouldn’t be able to help you if something happens. These two friends of mine are magic-users. You’ll be better off with all three of us than just me.”

Right then, a deep rumble shook the nearby hills. They morphed out of position and started to change shape along the column’s route.

They took identifiable forms similar to those that attacked the refugees closer to the city, but these shapes didn’t attack. They stayed in the same line as the hills they grew from. The shapes menaced the refugees from a distance.

He set off striding forward and positioned himself between the column and the hills, but the shapes still didn’t attack.

They roared, thrashed, and grimaced. Yann swiveled his glaive between them and the refugees, but he couldn’t be certain these Dark shapes even were roaring and grimacing at the refugees.

The shapes didn’t seem to be aware of the refugees. Maybe this was just random instability—so why didn’t it take the rest of this Island?

Yann strode down the column to escort the refugees past the shapes, but the instability kept following the column all the way up that line of hills. 

The instability always stayed with the column and never came any closer. The landscape settled back down as soon as the column passed. The new instability tore the countryside apart ahead of the column when the refugees drew level with the hills up there. 

Yann frowned at the situation. This instability focused on the refugees. It followed them—and yet it still didn’t attack. 

Did this instability have something to do with the refugees themselves? Did something about these people cause the instability? Was that the reason the Dark forces attacked and destroyed their city?

If it did, why didn’t the instability strike the column? That was the strangest part. The instability always stayed the same distance away. It left the land clear and solid for the refugees to travel on their way.

He couldn’t answer any of those questions. He kept his glaive pointed at the hills as more gruesome shapes took form over there. They reared, bellowed, bared their teeth, and made horrible faces at the refugees.

People kept screaming, cringing, and sobbing in terror, but at least those Dark forces didn’t attack.

Yann didn’t dare to leave to go get Anríq and Eliska now. Yann glanced over his shoulder. He couldn’t even be sure anymore where they were compared to the city where he helped the refugees escape.

Eliska would be able to find him. Then she and Anríq would be better able to protect these people and get them to some kind of safety.








  
  
Chapter 5




Eliska rested her head on Anríq’s bicep and traced her fingertips over the Servant’s mark on his chest. “You’re so lucky you have this,” she murmured. “I’m jealous.” 

He lay on his back with his eyes closed. He didn’t open them when he answered.

“You have nothing to be jealous of. It’s just a mark like any other tattoo. The mark that really counts is the one on the inside and you already have that.”

She looked up at the side of his chiseled face. He still looked like a boy at the right angle.

She sank back into the crook of his arm and went back to tracing every part of him with her fingertips. “It’s the greatest compliment of my life that you think that of me.”

“Why should it be? You’re more a Servant than I am.”

Now it was her turn to clamp her eyes shut. She didn’t want to believe that. “I could never be. I’ve only ever wanted to be a Servant as good as you.”

He extended his other arm across his chest, clasped her by the head, and kissed her on the temple. “You are. Your heart is pure. I know it is.”

She settled deeper into this feeling of burying herself in the connection between them. Nothing existed outside this little halo of blissful togetherness. She didn’t have to think about or even know about anything that happened outside this glow of happiness.

The instant she thought that, her eyes snapped open in the dark. She stared at nothing—and then shot up into a sitting position.

Anríq’s hand trailed down her back. “What’s the matter? There’s nothing here.”

“That’s the problem. Yann’s gone.” Eliska scrambled to her feet. “Something’s wrong. Something happened to him.”

Anríq’s eyes widened and then he sat up, too. He frowned at the area around them. 

Yellow-orange firelight formed a circle around their campsite. Neither of them could see anything in the darkness beyond.

Eliska didn’t have to see. “There’s something over there.” She nodded toward the west. “He went that way.”

She grabbed her staff—and then looked around again. The three friends didn’t bring any other baggage apart from Anríq’s bags and his weapons. He was still wearing them.

“He took his glaive,” Anríq pointed out. “Maybe he found something dangerous.”

“No, it wasn’t that.” Eliska turned away. “Come on. We have to find him.”

She kicked dirt on the fire to put it out, waited just long enough for Anríq to stand up, and set off through the trees.

She only let herself stay connected to Yann long enough to see him watching her and Anríq. He walked away to avoid seeing the two of them together.

He put them out of his mind and she did the same thing. She paid attention to Anríq. She didn’t let herself keep track of where Yann went or what he was doing.

She kicked herself for that, but it was too late.

She opened her Coil projection on the way through the trees. Yann’s line passed through these twisted trunks and ended near some hills in the distance.

She and Anríq came to the edge of the trees and climbed a low run of hills. It blocked them from seeing the countryside beyond.

She expected to see more scorched wilderness without a blade of grass anywhere.

These hills formed some kind of borderline or demarcation zone between the burned-out area close to the White Spire and everything beyond it.

The countryside beyond these hills rolled away in a low, dry prairie of short grass and a few scattered bushes. None of the vegetation grew above Eliska’s knees.

A long line of people wound through the countryside heading northwest.

“Can you tell who they are or where they came from?” Anríq glanced behind him. “Their direction seems to indicate they came from the White Spire. Did they escape from the city when the Voyant brought the spire here?”

“I can’t tell anything about them. That’s the strangest part.” Eliska frowned when she extended her power toward the column. “I can’t pick up anything about them—no memories, no fears—not even any thoughts. There’s something wrong with them.”

“How is that possible? How can they be alive without thoughts and memories?”

Eliska consulted her projection. “Yann is definitely with them—and he’s moving away with them. Come on. Let’s go find him. Maybe he can explain this.”

Anríq set off down the hill by her side. “How could you explain this? These people would have to be dead not to have any thoughts.”

“Maybe they have magic-users who are blocking me from sensing anything.”

Anríq compressed his lips, narrowed his eyes, and shot a hard glare at the surrounding countryside.

Eliska looked away from him. She didn’t believe her own explanation of why she couldn’t detect any thoughts coming from these people.

Picking up people’s memories, fears, nightmares, and every shade of their emotions and reactions had become her everyday reality now.

She wasn’t exactly getting used to it. The tide of human experience invaded her mind whenever she went near someone and even when she didn’t.

She could sense the memories of people hundreds of miles and dozens of Layers away. Memories from people long dead plagued her at the worst possible times.

How could an entire host of thousands of people have no thoughts, emotions, memories, or nightmares at all? It made no sense at all.

These people didn’t even seem to be alive, but they were. They kept walking on and on and on heading northwest.

How alive they were became obvious when she and Anríq drew level with the column. Men, women, and children marched in that column. Parents even carried their children in their arms.

None of those people saw or spoke to Eliska or Anríq. None of the refugees turned their heads at the travelers’ arrival.








