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Elina leaned against the parapet of Brimir's wall, catching her breath, and looked out over the city — or rather, what remained of it. "It's hard to believe that less a year ago, this was still one of the Inquisition's major cities," she said to Jade, who was standing next to her. The section of wall she stood on was still intact, as were the houses just behind it, but further into the city every other building showed battle scars, and plenty of them had collapsed. 

"I know," Jade said. The Manhir chuckled. "You've told me a hundred times already since we got here yesterday." She bent over, grabbing the bag filled with red quartz crystals, and slung it over her shoulder. The green veins that crisscrossed her rocky, light-gray back sparkled in the spring sun as she moved. "Let's move on to the next spot. There's still a lot to do."

Elina groaned as she straightened out. They'd been working on this section of the wall for a good portion of the morning already. She grabbed her much smaller bag, which contained their lunch, and followed the Manhir a hundred or so paces along the top of the wall. There her friend knelt, which brought her almost to eye-level with Elina, and slammed her fist into the walkway along the top of the wall, cracking the paving stones. She proceeded to gently pick the pieces out of the cracks, opening a gap in the top of the wall.

"Why here?" Elina asked.

Jade looked up from her task. She pointed to the keep in the center of the city. "Look that way and close your eyes." Elina obeyed. "Now, feel for the crystal we placed there and beyond it to the wall on the other side of the city."

Elina relaxed her breathing and cleared her mind. The crystal they had placed in the keep stood out like a living fire, pulsing with a brightness that eclipsed the heartbeat of the stone structures around it. She pushed her mind beyond it towards the outer wall. There, a small but bright red prick of light sat on top of it, straight across from where they sat. She opened her eyes and smiled at Jade, proud of having felt the answer. "We're aligned."

Jade nodded. "The protective net Rockbreaker designed will be stronger if there are no sudden or unnecessary kinks in it."

"You felt the crystal across the city without even trying?" It had taken Elina a fair bit of concentration to feel all the way across the city.

Jade chuckled again. "I cheated. When I talked it over with Graphene yesterday, we reckoned that we'd have enough crystals to place one roughly every hundred paces. This was as good a spot as any."

Elina gave the Manhir's shoulder a shove, though her friend hardly moved. "And you made me feel all that way? You could have just told me that."

"It was good practice. Besides, you like figuring stuff out."

The comment drew a smile from Elina. Jade was right. She had enjoyed spending the winter months since the siege of Gilgin studying the Manhir's rock magic, figuring out how to shape rocks and draw power through crystals. She'd excelled at it, to the point where as one of just a few humans, she'd been asked to join Jade on this mission to Brimir. 

During the winter months, Rockbreaker had figured out how to recreate a smaller version of Gilgin's protective shield. And with people moving back to Brimir, Gilgin's Council had offered to install the invention there, as well as help with rebuilding the city. The defensive network wouldn't be nearly as strong as Gilgin's, but should hold off smaller Ochloroc forces.

Jade smiled back as she drew another blood-red crystal from her bag. Elina could see why Henge had loved the girl. Her positive spirit and bubbling personality had been a good match for him. "All right, your turn. You try setting this crystal. It's good practice."

Elina took the crystal the size of her fist in one hand and placed her other hand palm down into the gap Jade had created. She closed her eyes and let the stones underneath her form in her mind. The whole wall pulsed with a glacial heartbeat, while the crystal beat a rhythm in time with her heart. 

"Now gently shape a hollow to hold the crystal." Jade's voice was soft and calming. "Work with the stones, and allow them to find their own path."

Elina focused on the rocks in the wall underneath her hand and suggested a new shape to them, easing them into it. Another tendril of thought joined hers. Jade was joining in. Jade's magic focused on a particular piece of rock and showed Elina how to work it, as clearly as if she'd spoken the words. Elina grasped her intent and did the same on the other side of the hollow she was shaping.

When she was done, she slid the bright red crystal into the hollow. "Now, connect it with the rest of the wall," Jade whispered. Elina poured more magic into the crystal, and red tendrils of light flowed out of it into the surrounding stones. In a moment, a whole web of red lines glowed beneath her feet. 

Elina opened her eyes again. "Done." She sighed in exhaustion and sat down. 

"Well done," Jade said. "I knew you'd get it, though I hadn't expected you to get it this fast." The Manhir replaced the shards she'd taken out of the walkway and placed her hand over them. A tingle along Elina's spine told her Jade was binding them back together. When the Manhir removed her hand a moment later, the surface looked untouched, except maybe that it looked more perfect than the surrounding area. Jade held out her hand to help Elina to her feet. "Let's connect it to the control crystal and the rest of the protective net, and then we're done here." 

Elina pulled herself up. She placed her hands in her friend's and looked up into Jade's bright eyes. She nodded, closed her eyes, and followed the tendril of Jade's magic down to the crystal. At the same time, Jade sent another stream of magic towards the crystal they'd placed in Brimir's keep. They poured magic into the crystal, telling it of its partner in the keep. In response, the crystal lit up and a red arch streamed out of it, through their arms, towards the other crystal.

She opened her eyes. High above Brimir, the red stream met up with a similar light coming from the keep. A red haze spread out to either side of the shaft of light. They were done. Elina dropped her hands and let go of the flow of magic. The light faded, then blinked out. 

"Good job," Jade said. 

"I'm not sure how many more of these I can do today," Elina replied. "It's tiring work." 

Jade gave a laugh. "It definitely can be. See it as running. You need to build up stamina, but once you do and you learn how to pace yourself, you can keep it up for hours."

Elina smiled. "Maybe a Manhir can, but even with a lot of practice, I stop running long before that."

"Don't worry. We'll do two or three more, and then we'll break for lunch. Pythia wasn't built in a day, after all."

They grabbed their packs and continued along the wall. Out over the city, smoke curled up from a few dozen chimneys. Brimir wasn't close in population to what it had been before the war, but people had started moving back here at the first signs of spring. There was still a lot of rebuilding to do, though, before it would once again be a bustling city.

Suddenly, a faint tremor ran through the wall underneath Elina's feet, followed the sound of rocks crashing to the ground. Three blocks away, a plume of dust rose into the air. "What was that?" Elina cried.

Jade peered into the city, a giant hand shading her eyes. "Looks like something collapsed. Let’s go see if they need our help."

They hurried along the ramparts to the nearest tower, where a staircase led down to the street-level. Guided by the dust plume that was clearly visible above the houses around them, they dashed through the streets. More people crowded around them as they drew near; they weren't the only ones who'd heard the collapse or seen the dust.

Elina rounded a street corner and saw the disaster site ahead. Dust clogged the air; rubble lay strewn across the street. The mansion on the far corner of the city block had caved in, leaving only two of the outer walls standing. A handful of people had gathered around the house, looking at the ruin, hesitant to approach it in case the rest of the building also collapsed. 

A woman, wearing a leather stonemason's apron, rushed towards them. "Thank the gods, a Manhir! You've got to help us! We were working on reinforcing the structure of the building. Jenna was propping up the retaining wall of the second floor with her magic when the whole thing crashed in on itself. She's stuck in there, together with Sussanite."

"Sussanite, as in the Manhir Sussanite?" Jade asked, concern tinging her voice. The woman nodded. "I'll see what I can do."

As Elina rushed after Jade, an image of the bubbly, care-free face of Jenna passed through her mind. She'd studied magic together with the girl the past few months. At first she'd been impressed by Jenna's intelligence, and as she'd gotten to know her better, had enjoyed her company during the scarce hours they'd not been working or studying. She'd asked Jenna to come with them from Gilgin to help rebuild the city. 

And now she was buried underneath a building, while doing what Elina had asked her to do.

Jade stopped at the edge of the rubble and examined the building. "Where on the second floor were they?" she asked the stonemason.

"I'm not sure," the woman said. "Somewhere to the left and towards the back, I think."

The Manhir held out a hand to Elina. "You've got to help me," she said. "We'll examine the structure of the building first to see what we can work with, and where there might be pockets where someone might survive. We'll start there. With any luck, we might even be able to make out Sussanite."

Elina took Jade's hand and closed her eyes. For a moment, all she could concentrate on was the sound of her heart hammering in her chest. She took slow, deliberate breaths and willed herself to calm down. She could panic later, once Jenna and Sussanite were safe. The sound of her heart receded, and she saw a tendril of magic stretch out from Jade beside, her. She followed it and slowly the building resolved itself in her mind. 

"See how the walls hold together and how a series of cracks runs through the closest wall?" Jade asked, ever the teacher.

Elina nodded, then realized Jade probably had her eyes closed as well. "Yes. It looks like the whole top section, right around that window, might collapse."

"Well spotted. That means we can't go through that side. Strengthening it will take too long. Let's shift our focus to the other side."

"It looks much the same," Elina noted.

"Agreed, though if you look closely at the bottom section, you'll see it's in better shape than the other side. It's also where we're most likely to find Sussanite and Jenna, so that's where we should focus first."

"Could we break off the top of the wall? Or maybe collapse the right side outward? It would reduce the risk of it collapsing while we work."

"No, that's not an option," Jade said. "We can't destroy using magic."

"Damn it, I forgot. Okay, where do we start?"

"First we secure the outer wall. After that, we shape a tunnel, working with the cavities in the rubble until we get to them." 

Jade hurried to the left of the building, trailed by Elina. There she placed her hands on the polished stone wall. Elina's back tingled as Jade let magic flow into it, and Elina saw several cracks heal. She placed a hand on Jade's shoulder and sent her magic after the Manhir's. A ghost image of the wall formed in her head, all the cracks and weaknesses pulsing like infected wounds. She added her flow of magic to the torrent pouring out of the Manhir, patching over the weakest spots in the lower section of the wall. 

It felt like an age passed as they stitched all the cracks together well enough for the wall to keep standing. It wasn't pretty, but it would have to do. As Elina ran her mind over the wall, a thought occurred to her and she cursed. Crap! The wall would hold, but it needed to hold onto something to stay upright, otherwise all they'd achieved was that when it collapsed, it would collapse in one piece.

She gave a mental nudge to Jade and directed the Manhir's attention on the corner of the building and the back wall. Her friend seemed to get her meaning, and together they reinforced the corner of the building until it stuck firmly to the side wall.

Elina stopped the flow of magic and opened her eyes. She blinked a few times to bring the world into focus again. The crowd behind her was still there, and from their patient looks, she guessed that only a few moments had passed since they'd begun. "We need to hurry into the building."

Jade nodded and set off towards the front of the building, where the missing wall offered their best starting place. From the stoop of her shoulders, Elina guessed that her friend felt as exhausted as she did.

The Manhir examined the mountain of rubble. "We can make our way up the scree slope to the first floor," she said, "and from there work our way into the building. There are a few rooms that are at least partially intact, which should shorten our journey."

Elina groaned as she forced her burning muscles into action. "I hope our work holds for long enough." Stones slid down around her feet as she clambered to the first floor, small avalanches dragging her down a step for every two she took forward.

A bed stood in the corner of the first floor room, somehow untouched by the falling debris. If only Jenna and Sussanite are that lucky, she thought. She followed Jade to a narrow cavity formed by wooden beams that had fallen into a corridor of some kind. They soon came to a dead end where she and her friend once again applied their magic, melting stones together, forming a gap just wide enough for the Manhir to squeeze through. If only we could blast the rocks around us to carve out a passage, this would go so much faster. Elina placed a hand on Jade's smooth back so she could stay close to her friend in the darkness without running into her as they headed deeper into the building.

She closed her eyes and let her magic flow out from her, creating an image of the whole building in her mind, taking note of all the hollows around them and which sections seemed most sound. Then her mind bumped into an unknown, solid kind of rock near the far end of the building. Curious, she nudged Jade in her mind and focused her attention on the strange mass. "You found Sussanite!" Jade exclaimed. "Great! Let's try to get there first. Maybe Jenna is close to her."

Her friend shifted the direction she was heading and made towards the trapped Manhir. Step by step, they drew closer, until only a wall separated them. Together, they worked on a hole the size of her fist in the wall, shaping it with magic, peeling back both sides, opening up a gap.

"Thanks." Sussanite's deep, melodic voice came out of the dark hollow they'd opened up. 

Elina's heart jumped at the sound. She's still alive! "Is Jenna nearby?"

Rubble rained down as Sussanite shifted her weight and crawled out through the wall. The building vibrated in response. Elina felt the stress increase in the walls around her. "It's going to collapse!" Jade shouted. "Run!"

"But Jenna!" Elina shouted back. 

"No time!" Jade turned, picked her up, and rushed back down the cavern they'd carved out, her shoulders scraping against the stone sides.

The light around them grew as they neared the exit, and then Jade burst out into the open. Elina blinked against the light as the Manhir leapt down to the street, away from the building. Sussanite thumped down on her left while a rumbling behind them told her the rest of the building was collapsing. A cloud of dust billowed around them, and Elina coughed as grit enveloped her.

As the worst of the dust settled, Elina could examine the ruins behind her. Both the walls that had still been standing earlier had now crashed inwards. The first floor had collapsed, leaving only a giant pile of rubble. Elina took a stumbling step towards the building and felt a hand on her shoulder. She half turned and looked into Jade's dust-covered face. "We've got to find Jenna," Elina said.

"I know," Jade said. "There's still a chance she's alive in there somewhere, but you're exhausted. You'll burn yourself out if you keep pushing."

A tear ran down Elina's cheek. "I can't just stand here and do nothing." She turned back to the building and took another step. "It's my fault she's even here."

Her friend's hand held her in place. "Right now, we need your organizational talents more than your magic," the Manhir said. "Get everyone to help to dig her out. Make sure we've got space to work. That's how you can help the most."

Elina stared into her friend's deep eyes and recognized the truth of her words. She couldn't do everything herself. She sighed. "Please find her," she whispered. 

"If it is at all in my power, I will." Jade let go of her shoulder and walked to the ruined building, followed by Sussanite.

Elina turned to the crowd which had gathered around the ruin. "We need help searching for survivors. I need people to dig, and people to clear the material away from the building." 

Several men and women stepped forward, and Elina divided them into groups and directed them towards the ruin. The next couple of hours she got people to haul stones away, cheered them on, found someone to bring them some food and water, and made sure no one got in the way.

The sun was nearing the horizon when Jade approached her, carrying a bundle in her arms. She knelt down and placed it on the ground besides Elina. It was Jenna. "We found her crushed between a piece of wall and a giant boulder," Jade said. "There was nothing we could do."

Elina sank to the ground, her exhaustion finally catching up to her. She reached out with her hand, gingerly stroking the cheek of the broken body. They'd been too late. If only they'd been faster. She looked up and Jade, and saw her feelings mirrored in the Manhir's face. 

They'd failed, and a friend had died because of it.
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Back in Gilgin
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Elina walked besides Rockbreaker through the vaulted hall, surveying their stores. The Manhir had begun digging this space underneath Gilgin's Inquisitional Palace in the weeks following the siege of Gilgin. With the great influx of refugees last summer and fall, they'd needed a warehouse for all the stores needed to get through winter. Since there wasn't enough free land inside the city's walls for a building that size, the Manhir had decided to excavate this hall. 

They called it a rush-job and crude, but it was a magnificent sight. The hall was easily a hundred paces long, and the ceiling rose to the height of two Manhir. Two rows of round pillars, decorated with little floral pattern and twirly bits, ran the length of the hall, the space between adjacent columns used to group items together. At the back of the hall, by the pulsing light of a crystal, a Manhir worked at extending the hall even further. 

Most of the space was now empty, which was the reason she was here. She'd arrived less than an hour ago, and before she'd had time to unpack, Rockbreaker had come up to her saying that he wanted to go over their supplies with her. She'd dropped off her bag, splashed some water into her face, and followed the elderly Manhir down here.

"What do you think?" Rockbreaker asked.

"I'll have to add it all up to see for sure," Elina replied, "but it looks like there's food here for another month or so, which should be enough. After that, we should be able to get some supplies from the surrounding farms."

"I'm not sure it's wise to count on that," the elderly Manhir said. "Master Gudmund reported several Ochloroc sightings in the past week. It seems like they've resurfaced now that the snow has thawed, and they're scouting the land."

Elina cursed. "That means the villages around Gilgin are at risk of being raided. In that case, we'll be getting no food and more refugees."

"Indeed," Rockbreaker said. "It's why Master Finn is out scouting the countryside. He hopes he can learn more about the Ochloroc's movements."

That explained why she hadn't seen Finn yet. "What is there to learn? We know they surface from several tunnels, the biggest of which is near Sylvgard, and that they're coming for us."

"You're forgetting that Gilgin is protected by the Vein of the Gods. They can't take the city as long as there's someone inside who can activate the defensive shield."

"It's still no reason why Finn should have run off into the woods. He could have simply sent someone else."

The Manhir made a gesture with his hand which Elina had come to understand meant something like an acceptance of the rashness of the young, which for a Manhir meant pretty much all humans inside Gilgin. 

Elina sighed. Rockbreaker was probably right. Worrying about Finn now wouldn't help them figure out how long their supplies would last. "Let's start counting, then. Once we know what we have, we can figure out what we need."

––––––––
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ELINA WALKED INTO THE Hall of the Vein inside the Inquisitional Palace an hour later. The floor of the circular hall stood empty except for the crystal statue of Henge at the far end. The Dark Crystal stood in front of him, dark and foreboding, while the shards of the Light Crystal lay arrayed in a circular pattern on his lap. The blood-red crystals from which the hall took its name spiraled upwards along the wall to the roof over a hundred feet above her, reflecting the light to cast a comforting red glow over the room. Benches along the walls offered a quiet corner for anyone looking for solitude.

Together with Rockbreaker, she'd inventoried each scrap of food they could find. If everything went well, their stores would last until after the first crops could be harvested. That was a big If, though, if Rockbreaker was right. 

She approached the seated form of Henge. The red light of the crystals in the wall reflected in the facets of her friend's clear, crystal body, the slow pulse of the light almost making it look like he had a heartbeat.

After the siege of Gilgin, the hall had been restored to its former glory. The desks and maps had been replaced with woven rugs. One of the Manhir, Trondjemite she thought, had raised a plinth in the hall on which Henge's body rested, together with the shards of the Light Crystal and the Dark Crystal. The whole room breathed peace and quiet, which was why she'd come here. Her head spun with everything that demanded her attention, everything that had happened in Brimir, and everything that could go wrong in the next few weeks. She was already exhausted from just thinking about it.

She sat down cross-legged, facing Henge, and placed her hands on her knees, closed her eyes, and drew in a deep breath. She held it for a moment, paying attention to her heartbeat, and then slowly exhaled again, imagining her worry over the possible new influx of refugees flowing out with her breath. She repeated this cycle over and over again, slowly letting go of everything swirling through her mind.

Once she'd relaxed, she let her mind flow out and probe the hall around her. As always, the Dark and Light Crystals flared up in her mind's eye, the first pulsing aggressively while the second exuded calm and peace, both outshining the other stonework around her. In between them sat Henge, keeping the two in balance, comforting her with his presence and grounding her in the hall.

As she attuned to the presence of the Crystals, the rest of the hall formed in her head. The crystals of the Vein of the Gods spiraled along the walls to a point high above her, eager to react to the slightest nudge of her magic. The walls of the hall and the rest of the palace had a slow heartbeat, exuding the love and dedication the Manhir had put into crafting them over a thousand years ago.

She nudged a crystal in the Vein of the Gods and was rewarded with a surge of power flowing out from the wall. It filled her up, sending her awareness out farther, building an image of the rest of the palace and the city outside it in her mind. Small pricks of light scattered throughout Gilgin hinted at other crystals. 

With this power she could do anything!

The image of Jenna's body, crushed by the collapsed building, came to mind, shattering her concentration. The mental image of the Vein of the Gods disappeared, and the flow of power stopped. She hadn't been able to do everything. All this power, and it hadn't been enough. She opened her eyes, chasing away Jenna. 

She couldn't let that happen again. She took a smooth round pebble from her pocket, closed her eyes again, and focused her mind on the stone in her hands, much like Henge had shown her all those months ago. The rock took shape, its heartbeat standing out clear in her mind. With the memory of Henge in her mind, she poured heat into the rock, together with all her frustrations. The pulse of the rock sped up as she fed more and more energy into it, making it stand out bright in her mind's eye.

Careful. 

With a surprised yelp, she dropped the pebble and opened her eyes. The calm, comforting voice had come from outside her. The rock glowed white-hot from all the heat she'd poured in, singeing the rug on the floor as it rolled away.

There was no one around. Maybe she'd imagined the voice.

When the pebble had cooled enough to hold, she took it up again and resumed her concentration, this time restraining herself more. She urged the pebble to change, stretching it longer and thinner. She compressed the rock into a ball again and opened up a cavity in it, shaping it into a ring. She smoothed the surface until it could reflect her face. The Vein of the Gods hummed around her as she stepped through the training exercises.

All the forms of manipulation the Manhir had taught her were useful, but none of them would have helped her get to Jenna faster. There had to be a way.

She flattened out the stone into a disk the size of her hand and examined it with her mind. If she'd been able to carve through the rubble, then they'd have been faster. Holding the disk in both hands she imagined a crack forming down the middle. With that image firmly in mind, she sent out a tendril of magic towards the stone, overlaying it on the imaginary crack, and pushed. 

Nothing happened. She poured more magic onto the stone, squeezing with her fingers, willing it to break. The disk just lay there, not even changing in temperature.

Elina reached out to the Vein of the Gods around her, drawing on the crystals to enhance her magic. The crystals flared to life, their red glow even visible through her closed eyelids, and power surged through her. She battered at the stone with ever more power, all technique forgotten, trying to break it with the sheer power of her will. Still, the stone disk remained whole and unchanged.

"Argh!" she cried out loud, and threw the disk across the room. It bounced off the wall and dropped to the floor, still unharmed. The glow of magic faded from the crystals around her as her concentration vanished, and she sagged forward, exhausted.

It was all so pointless. A tear welled in her eye. "I'm sorry, Jenna," she mumbled. Even here, in the center of the Vein of the Gods, using the most powerful magical artifact she knew, there wasn't enough power to help her. Jade had been right; magic really could only shape and heal, not destroy. She ran her hands over her eyes, wiping away the tears. Her gaze fell on the crystal form of Henge, holding the shards of the Light Crystal. The Vein of the Gods was only the second most powerful artifact in the chamber; the one Henge was holding was more powerful still. Maybe with the power of the crystal, she could do things otherwise impossible.

She gathered up the disk from across the room, and sat back down again across from Henge. Closing her eyes, she fixed the stone disk in her mind until she knew each minute detail, and knew exactly where she wanted the stone to break. Then she shifted her attention to the shards of the Light Crystal. She reached out with her mind and pulled on the pieces. Power surged out of the shards and through her like the torrent of a river surging down a steep mountain. With this power, she could move a mountain if she had to.

Don't, the voice she'd heard earlier spoke into her mind. This time she ignored it.

With effort, she bent the flow of magic to the stone disk, aiming it at where it had to break. The magic touched the stone, and Elina willed the disk to crack.

A shriek, different from the earlier voice, coming from the Light Crystal, coursed through the torrent of magic. No! Pain exploded inside Elina's head, shattering her concentration, ending the flow of magic, stars dancing across her closed eyelids. The impact sent her reeling, and she threw out her arms to catch herself. She rolled into a ball on the floor, hugging her knees, and focused on her breathing. The pain diminished to a dull throbbing in the back of her skull after several deep breaths. Okay, that was a bad idea. The Manhir had been right to tell her that destroying with magic was impossible. It wasn't just something they hadn't figured out to do yet.

The realization hit her. She wouldn't have been able to save Jenna, no matter what she'd tried. "I'm sorry," she cried into the carpet.

Elina lay still on the rugs for a few more minutes, not having the will to move. At last she pushed herself upright. Looking at the crystal form of Henge, she said, "That doesn't mean I can't help you some day." She'd spend countless hours the past winter probing the statue with magic, but as with both the Light and the Dark Crystal, her magic slipped straight off him.

She once more drew a wisp of magic out of the Light Crystal and sent it towards Henge's seated form. As before, the magic flowed through the statue, swirling inside it but not interacting with it. The stream of magic flowed out of her friend again, leaving no mark on the crystal.

Together, the comforting voice whispered in her mind.

Hurried footsteps echoed in the hallway leading to the Vein of the God, disrupting her thoughts. A moment later, Gudmund jogged into the hall. "There you are, sis! I'd heard you'd returned."

Her brother was dressed in his habitual brown leather vest, his axe still tied to his belt. He must have just returned from outside the city. "Hullo, Gudmund. I looked to see if you were around, but then Rockbreaker wanted to talk to me, and after that I needed some quiet time."

"No worries, I just got back from a chat with Jorun."

"The Inquisition's High Priest? What did that sleazeball want from you?"

"He's really not that bad once you get to know him," Gudmund answered. "He just got dealt a bad hand, that's all. Anyway, he was showing me his army."

"His what?" Elina shouted.

"He's gathering the remainders of the different Inquisitional forces. Survivors have been coming in all winter, and there are still plenty in the city who want to fight for the Inquisition. We need an army, and he's building one. Sounds like a win-win to me."

The logic sounded sensible enough, but she still remembered how Jorun had hated the Manhir. He wouldn't be her choice as commander of her army. "What did Finn say about that?"

"Nothing yet," Gudmund said. "Jorun only just started."

"What a sneaky bastard. That way, Finn has no choice but to accept an Inquisitional Army in the city."

"I doubt that has anything to do with it. Anyway, enough about him. How was your trip?"

Elina fell silent at the question, and cast her gaze to the ground as she remembered her friend. Gudmund wrapped an arm around her shoulder. "That bad? What happened?"

She opened her mouth, but didn't trust her voice to speak. She swallowed and tried again. "N-nothing. We got the crystals in place and everything works like Rockbreaker designed it."

"Come on, you can't fool me. Tell me."

She drew in a breath. "There was a collapse, in the city. Jenna got crushed by the rubble. She died." Her brother pulled her into a hug. His scent of forest and sweat reminded her of their simple life in Avros before she'd ever met Finn.

"And you tried to save her." It wasn't a question.

"Yes. But I was too late. My magic wasn't strong enough." She pushed on, telling Gudmund how she and Jade had tried to stabilize the building and shape a tunnel towards her trapped friend. Her brother let her talk, only asking the occasional question to keep her talking. At last she fell silent, after describing how Jade had carried Jenna's body out of the ruin.

"It wasn't your fault, sis," Gudmund said. "There was nothing you could have done."

"That's what everyone says, but I have all this power. I should have been able to do more."

"From what the Manhir explained, that's not how their magic works. Only with Dark Magic could you have shaped a path to Jenna faster."

"That's Ochloroc magic," Elina said. "I couldn't have done that."

"I sometimes wonder about that, you know," Gudmund said. "Manhir can't do Dark Magic 'cause they're tied to the Light Crystal, but even by their own admission humans use magic differently. What if humans could use both types of magic?"

Elina's thought turned to the Dark Crystal resting next to Henge behind her. Power. The word formed in her head. She glanced over her shoulder, but didn't see anyone. "Their magic is evil. We shouldn't use it."

"Power can't be evil. It's all down to how you use it. Would saving Jenna's life have been evil just because of the tool you were wielding?"

"I ..." Elina hesitated. The Manhir were very explicit in their stance towards Dark Magic, and she trusted them. They were far more experienced in magic than she could ever hope to be. On the other hand, her brother had a point. Saving Jenna's life would have been worth the cost.

"I understand the Manhir," Gudmund interrupted her thoughts. "They've been fighting the Ochloroc for more than a thousand years. And maybe they're right, but also maybe they're just set in their ways." Elina could only nod in answer. "Anyway, we can't change the past, so it's no use in dwelling on it. Let's get you freshened up and something to eat. You look like you're starving."

Elina let Gudmund lead her out of the hall and towards the living quarters in the Inquisitional Palace as she imagined wielding Dark Magic to save Jenna. Carving a pathway through the rubble would have made their progress a lot faster. Maybe they would have been in time.
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Scouting
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Finn pulled his cloak tight around him in a vain attempt to keep the rain out. What had started as a light drizzle this morning had steadily increased in power until water sloshed around in Finn's boots and was soaking through the stitching of his cloak. The handful of new leaves on the trees offered little protection against the spring storm.

Worse still, the rain would wash away any Ochloroc tracks.

He sheltered against the wind under one of the few pine trees around, surveying the forest around him as he waited for Enderbite, a Manhir, and Roan, one of his rangers from the Green Shadows, to catch up. The narrow track he and his companions had been following wound its way through the trees and disappeared around some bushes twenty feet ahead. To his left, the forest sloped down towards a gully running roughly parallel to the path. It would be hard to find anything in this dense forest, even on the best of days.

Enderbite drew level with him, moving silently despite his large size. The rain didn't seem to affect the Manhir as it streamed of his rock-like white skin, which was streaked with red and black. "I doubt we'll have better luck finding them today," the Manhir said.

"You're probably right," Finn said, "but we might as well look, since we're out here anyway."

Roan stepped around Enderbite, using the Manhir as a wind break. "We could instead look for a place to hide from the rain." A mischievous grin spread across his face. "A large rock is easier to find than some small creature that is trying to hide. They also move less fast, usually."

Finn had to smile despite the miserable weather. The scout's carefree approach to life was always refreshing. "You're probably right, Roan. We're not going to find anyone in this rain. Let's find some shelter. We can plan from there."

He readjusted his pack and continued down the forest path, scanning the land around him. He'd rarely ventured this far northwest from Gilgin, and was unfamiliar with this stretch of forest. Still, forests were the same everywhere, and before long he spotted what he'd been looking for: the tell-tale signs of shelter nearby. Across a gully, a cliff rose up through the trees. They were bound to find a dry spot at its base somewhere. 

He pointed at the cliff and said to Enderbite behind him, "Can you clear us a path there?"

The Manhir smiled at him, revealing a row of gleaming crystal teeth. "You bet." He turned off the path and waded through the undergrowth of the forest as if he were walking through a pile of leaves, crushing the brambles, shrubs, and saplings beneath his feet.

Finn smiled as he followed after him. They're definitely useful to have around. If he'd had to forge a way through the forest using his machete, then it would have taken the rest of the day to cover the short distance. Now it hardly took longer than walking across a field would have.

The rocky ground at the base of the cliff lacked plant life, making traveling easier. At random they turned right and followed the cliff until they came to a hollow in it created by an overhang that sheltered them from the rain. As Enderbite sat in front of them, blocking most of the wind, the hollow became almost comfortable. 

Finn and Roan huddled together against the back wall, waiting for the rain to let up. Finn munched on a strip of dried meat as he reflected on their situation. They'd followed rumors of Ochloroc war bands roaming the countryside beyond Gilgin's northern borders. But while the rumors had persisted ever since the snow had melted enough to travel, they hadn't found a trace of the little bastards. This time it was no different. Maybe it was time to head back south.

After a while Enderbite broke through his reverie and announced, "the rain's almost gone." The Manhir stood and headed out of the hollow, letting in the afternoon sunlight. Outside the clouds had broken up, even showing a rare patch of blue sky. The two humans got up and followed the Manhir. A fresh breeze fluttered around them, bringing with it the smell of wet leaves and bark.

Finn froze in place. "Hold still!"

Roan pulled out his axe, readying it, scanning the forest for enemies. "What is it?"

Finn knelt down and pointed at several footprints scattered across
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