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      Ravenhold.

      A thousand years ago, before the Wall of Loss was even formed, the keep was built to foster the magic of the land, a land whose unified name was now lost.

      In all, three keeps were built.

      Larkhold in the West, Ravenhold in the East, and Stormhold unifying them in the perfect center, nestled in a range of mountains.

      Only a few years after their creation and the summoning of the first three Covenants, Graydon and Elihor, leaders of Ravenhold and Larkhold, failed each other and their magic by erecting the Wall of Loss.

      No one in Circle history knew why, except that it involved the keeper of Stormhold, Siabala. Siabala, who had been convicted of crimes against magic so terrible that the Elders had banished him to a prison now known as Siabala’s Rage.

      With the rising of the Wall came the greatest loss of all: Ravenhold was cut off from the other two Covenants.

      For years, and then centuries, the Circle attempted to make contact with the land now known as Elihor. But neither air, sea, land, nor the stars themselves could convey a message.

      Until one day, a gifted Elder heard a simple message, telepathically passed through the weakening wall. It was more of an impression than words, but it was so strong that it had dictated Ravenhold’s mission ever since.

      Maintain the Wall of Loss, at all costs.

      The darkness conveyed in what would happen should they fail proved so frightening that the Elder succumbed to her nightmares soon after receiving the vision.

      Ever since, Ravenhold had vowed to maintain the Wall of Loss, sending magic into it when necessary, sacrificing the blood of adepts to cast stronger spells and, when their numbers began to dwindle, instituting harvests to gather those strong enough to uphold the sacred duty.

      Shirina stood on the roof of the ancient keep, watching the Wall of Loss crumple in the distance. The backlash of magic traveling into Graydon was so strong, she could see it gathering towards her as an angry tide, and she wondered if all of their efforts had mattered at all.

      Or if they had just led them to a more spectacular ending.
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      Shirina had never felt so tired. Not even when first learning to wield the magic, forcing her mind to grasp invisible strings and her body to act as a conduit. Not even after draining the dark creatures of their magic to save Cassara and Avarielle, when she had thought they might make a difference in preserving the Wall of Loss.

      She sighed and walked slowly down the softly lit halls of Ravenhold.

      Sunlight filtered in through the windows, promising a warm and sunny day. The first day the lands of Elihor and Graydon stood once again united, as was their magic.

      It should be raining, Shirina thought idly. She frowned. Her focus was off. She should be concerned with much more than the weather. The fate of the Circle, Ravenhold, and all of Graydon lay in the balance.

      She took the stairs leading down, the clunking staff mimicking her steps. It was fast becoming a support not only for her magic, but for her body, as well.

      She hated the dependence and wondered if she would ever be rid of her crutch. The magics of Elihor and Graydon were mixing and unsafe for any magic caster to wield spells.

      The sproutlings she had saved would need to understand this. When they recovered from the teleportation spell and awoke again, she would explain it to them, and ensure they would not use their magic until it was safe to do so.

      She reached the room with the great dead oak jutting in its center. Lights danced near its trunk, indicating where the old man now stood.

      It was time to find out for whom Tangia had forfeited her freedom, and her life.
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      He had craved freedom for so long, his wish had turned into one for death. For it all to end, for sweet oblivion to claim him. For more than the constant darkness that had plagued Tangia’s study for the past few months, the magic seal strong enough to keep even Ravenhold’s magical lights at bay.

      Yet, at the same time, he had wished for life more than ever. He hadn’t wanted it to end that way: sealed in a dark room, no one ever knowing what had happened to him or why, his family left to grieve by an empty grave.

      No, it wouldn’t have been right. Not after the life he had led, one of adventure and boldness. He had crossed the Wall of Loss several times, through both straits and by Siabala’s Rage itself. He had climbed the Bloody Mountains and even found Stormhold, long thought a myth. He had dared to confront Larkhold’s Covenant when the Wall suffered attacks, and yet the Circle seemed to be doing nothing. Then his people began to vanish.

      He stumbled forward, forcing his body to move as memories assaulted his mind. He squinted at the light, tears springing to his eyes, yet he refused to shade them with his hand. It was the light that stirred his past to life.

      When he had crossed the Wall again, he had sought help for his people from Graydon’s Covenant of Ravenhold. He had found a champion in Tangia, a powerful Elder. And her belief in his cause had cost her her life.

      The old man took a deep breath, his chest inflating with pure air. He stood fully in the light now, and his skin tingled, even though it was not sunlight.

      Crossing the threshold of Tangia’s old study, finally freed from its sanctuary, he swore to find a way to repay her kindness and faith, by the blood of his ancestor, Elihor.

      Kale Kolder stood before the great oak tree, now dead where it had brimmed with life when he had last seen light, and waited for the sorceress to return, knowing he could trust Tangia’s pupil.

      Still, he wished for nothing more than to be back home, growing old as he should, surrounded by his children and grandchildren, the breeze of the sea stroking his face with the soft caress of Elihor.

      Perhaps there would be time for that yet.
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      Pride coursed through the old man, his frame tall despite the thinning of his muscles. He stood before the oak tree, looking intently at it. The lights of Ravenhold danced beneath his feet, the tired magic muted but not silenced.

      He seemed human enough from here, but his eyes told another story.

      She walked towards him, the swishing of the loose robe about her ankles the only familiar sensation in these now-foreign halls. She longed for the ache of magic that usually coursed through the keep and not this sad cry that barely warranted an echo.

      She examined the scene before her, fighting to remain cool and analytical. But her heart remembered how things had been the last time she’d traversed these halls: the tree full of leaves, a magical breeze shuffling them, the lights of Ravenhold dancing playfully around the students and teachers, the Elite and the Elders who frequented this place. Magic hushing softly, coursing at times like bees, at other times standing poised like a great cat.

      She could feel none of these things now, the magic quiet, the lights mostly dead and the tree leafless and petrified.

      She shifted her focus towards the old man, forcing her mind to break ties with the memories that assaulted her.

      He turned to look at her, fully black eyes unflinching, shoulders squared despite his advanced years. She knew his kind, had heard Tangia speak of them, though she herself had never before met a resident of Elihor. Unless you counted Eloms in their mix.

      Her voice was but an inquisitive whisper, too weary to summon forceful tones.

      “Who are you?”

      He examined her, only the light shifting in his eyes showing the flicker of his gaze. She held the staff more loosely. She would need sleep soon.

      “I know you’re from Elihor,” she added, hoping to win his trust. “Tangia…” she swallowed hard. “Tangia spoke to me of your people.”

      The old man smiled, not hesitantly as she might have expected from someone having been in captivity so long. He had a quick, almost impish smile that lit the darkness of his eyes.

      “You must be Shirina,” he said, his voice cracking, unused to speech. “Tangia told me she had a gifted student she shared much with. And she told me that you would be the one to break the warding spell on her study.” He coughed and gave a dry laugh. “Though your Circle claims no belief in foretelling, she was quite good at predicting the most likely outcome.”

      His features darkened. “What happened to the Elder Tangia?”

      A fresh surge of adrenaline jolted Shirina awake. This man held some answers that she sought: knowledge of Tangia’s final months.

      She answered him, keeping a close eye on his reaction. “She was sent to Siabala’s Rage a few months ago.”

      He closed his eyes and exhaled slowly. Shirina examined him, the slight drop of his shoulders, the crevasses etched in his face, the tear she thought she spotted trapped in his eyelashes, and she wondered how close he had been to Tangia. Although Elders were not forbidden from taking lovers, it was certainly discouraged as an unnecessary distraction.

      Don’t jump to conclusions she scolded herself. She decided to be direct. Not a usual Circle practice, but the Circle had changed now, and their practices needed to adapt.

      “Why were you locked in Tangia’s study, and what were you to her?”

      He looked at her, his black eyes unblinking. “We were friends, and colleagues of a sort, you might say. We both believed in the same things and worked together to make them happen. I fear it cost her her life, Shirina, and I promise to do what I can to right that terrible wrong.”

      Before Shirina could ask another question, he asked: “Tell me, has the Wall finally fallen?”

      “Finally?” Shirina had barely uttered the question when a large crack sounded throughout the keep, echoing down every hall and bouncing through every room. The entire structure seemed to exhale.

      Silence followed.

      A shiver ran down her spine and squeezed her stomach. Whatever battle Ravenhold had been fighting, it was losing. They needed to leave, now.

      The old man stared at her, not afraid, simply curious. She spoke to him calmly, though fear beat wildly in her throat.

      “There is an escape path at the back of the Elder’s library. Do you know how to access it?”

      She wasn’t surprised when he nodded. If Tangia had felt this comfortable sharing a secret with him that only Elders and Elites knew, then he must have been of great importance. She had to make sure he stayed safe.

      “I have to get the others. I’ll join you. Wait for me there.” He nodded again and headed off, shuffling as quickly as he could with muscles atrophied by inactivity.

      Shirina turned around and ran back up the stairs, towards the roof where she had left the sproutlings and Grasky to recover from the shock of teleportation. She had not spent all of this magic only to lose them now.
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      Pushing past the fatigue of body and soul, Shirina used her staff like a third leg and moved as quickly as possible. The wood wore down her skin, her palm, long rendered numb by magic, now raw and blistered.

      The lights of Ravenhold scurried before her, as though urging her to move faster, reminding her that time was almost up and would be unforgiving to the slow.

      She rounded another corner and headed for the stairs that would lead her to the adepts. She picked up her speed as she planned her next steps. Ravenhold had to be saved. She had to find a way to keep it whole, not out of nostalgia, but out of sheer necessity. The history, science and magical wisdom of Graydon had been stored here since before the Wall had been erected. It could not be lost.

      The people of Graydon would require a foothold in this new world, and their past and cumulative knowledge would prove their salvation, she was certain.

      She reached the top of the stairs, breaking into the dark, the magic lashing near her like lightning, thunder ripping the air.

      The sproutlings stirred. Grasky, already fully awake despite his more advanced years, urged them to wake up faster. He hovered protectively around a few of them as the sky turned dark. The shields of Ravenhold were failing.

      A gale struck them, winds of magic stealing their breath for a moment before being blocked by Ravenhold’s magic. Yet the winds remained, howling as they lashed at the shields.

      The keep cracked again and shook. Stones crumbled and crashed in the distance.

      The keep was falling!

      “We have to move, now,” Shirina said with a calm she did not feel as she joined Grasky, looking up at the sky.

      The adepts stumbled to their feet. They were strong, Shirina saw with pride. They would need to be strong for the Circle to survive.

      “Let’s go,” she said, helping the last youth up. She counted quickly. Twenty-nine all together. It meant that the Circle now comprised thirty adepts, herself included.

      There might be more hiding somewhere in Graydon. She vowed to find them as soon as the magic allowed her to do so.

      “Follow me, quickly, and stay together.” They did as she commanded, Grasky bringing up the rear, concerned for the youth, uncaring that they held more power than him.

      The keep cracked again. Shirina reached the bottom of the first stairway and ran down the hallway, the adepts close behind. It was rare to see an Elite or Elder move at anything more than a brisk walk, and she guessed that seeing her run pumped much-needed adrenaline into the adepts’ tired bodies.

      The second stairway. Another crack. The lights of Ravenhold grew frantic, dimming for a few seconds before growing strong again, pulsating and twirling around them at a speed that made Shirina dizzy.

      The keep was dying, and with its last breath it shepherded its children to safety.

      She was running down the second set of stairs when the stones of the keep groaned. The old tree, which they could now see as they descended, shivered. The ground shook.

      “We’re almost there!” she called back, each syllable like the beating of a war drum.

      She reached the bottom and indicated for them to continue running towards the back. “The Library of Elders is open at the back. A friend is waiting for you there. I will join you shortly.”

      A few looked at her with gratitude, others with fear, and some with slight suspicion or curiosity. She noted those faces. They would be the first to reach Elite. If that remained a possibility.

      With only a few minutes to spare, she took a great risk by delaying her departure.

      But she needed more. She needed tools and knowledge to fight whatever was coming.

      And she needed Ravenhold to survive, in one form or another, to win the day.

      That was the only thing she was certain of, and, as an Elite of the Circle, she did not intend to choose fear or failure.
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      Shirina skirted the tree and headed into Tangia’s study. The footsteps of the running adepts vanished into the distance, and the keep became quiet, as though it held its breath. She did not fool herself into thinking she had time to waste. She crossed the threshold of the study and headed to the back of it, past stacks of books and ancient tomes, ignoring the knowledge that would be lost in them. Her heart ached as she headed towards the only goal she could target.

      She climbed the three stairs that led to the desk, the walls around her lined to the ceiling with books. She ignored the smell of human waste and decay as she reached the desk. Its drawer was sealed with magic.

      She reached down for it anyways, not having the time to examine it and cast counter-wards. Holding her breath, she made contact. The magic buzzed against her skin before vanishing. Shirina exhaled in relief as she pulled the drawer open. Her mentor had put an exception for her in the ward. Otherwise, she would probably be dead, or at the very least incapacitated, to perish with Ravenhold.

      The drawer held a single notebook, its leather cover old and worn.

      Shirina recognized it. She grabbed it and tucked it into her robes.

      She left the room in a hurry, trying to pay no heed to the books she had once studied, hardening her heart against the loss.

      The tree vibrated. Some of its branches snapped off to be caught by lower ones as others smashed through and hammered the ground. Shirina had barely cleared it when its great trunk cracked and came crashing down, it highest branches tearing her cloak, her robes caught in the torrent of its fall.

      She ran faster, her staff supporting her as stones crumbled from the ceiling and crashed around her, the floor gasping with tremors.

      She jumped into the library and ran to the back, books tumbling from shelves as the keep swayed. Shirina tried to grab some of the books, any book, to save them. Even one could change the course of Graydon’s future. But before they hit the ground, they dissipated into a fine black dust. Ravenhold was taking its secrets with it.

      “No!” she screamed, grabbing books off the shelf as they evaporated, vanishing into dust which remained suspended around her, caught in the currents of magic.

      So much knowledge! All of Graydon’s history, magic and know-how lurked in these volumes, answers to questions thousands of years old, missives written by Graydon himself, truths that could never be rediscovered.

      Don’t take it all with you! Shirina pleaded as the books she held crumbled to ashes through her fingers. She fell to her knees, desperately trying to grasp some remaining knowledge—a page, a paragraph, a sentence that would otherwise be lost forever. Did the keep not understand that the Circle was nothing without its knowledge? Why would Ravenhold destroy them so? Couldn’t it just take their lives instead, mere faded lights in the canopy of time compared to the wealth of these libraries?

      Her hand came back empty, covered with the remains of the books, dark patches on her robes as she stood and stumbled forward. She couldn’t give up. Other libraries remained, as well as the sproutlings. The Circle wasn’t lost.

      Not yet.

      The youth waited for her, giving the old man from Elihor a wide berth. Grasky stood near him as they stared in awe at the black dust left behind by the destroyed books.

      She hated them all. Didn’t they understand what had been lost? Not just for the Circle, but for all of Graydon?

      They didn’t, and they might never, now.

      Her eyes locked with Grasky’s, his features etched with sorrow and understanding. She fought back a sob. He was worth saving. If nothing else remained of the Circle, let Grasky remain, who understood as she did the loss Graydon suffered this day.

      “Come near me, and do not use your magic,” Shirina commanded, and they all obeyed, the keep threatening to collapse onto the cliffs below, pieces of it crashing into the turbulent sea.

      Planting her feet firmly on the ground, she held up her staff and summoned her magic, the wood slicing the strands like a knife, feeding Shirina with only the purest magic.

      She closed her eyes.

      Keep of our Elders, please grant us escape from your grounds. No longer shall we be safe in your sanctuary.

      Her heart clenched at the last words, and the magic of Ravenhold caressed her mind in an unfamiliar, soothing fashion. Pathways she didn’t even know had existed within her opened up, and she could feel and see everything around her.

      They were teleporting! Shirina knew it, and could feel everyone else with her. The magic of the keep supported her, guiding her magic, feeding her energy. The world spread out around her, and Ravenhold forced her to look towards the horizon, where the Wall of Loss was completely gone, and the magic of Elihor mixed with Graydon’s.

      There will be nothing left.

      Shirina allowed herself to float in the keep’s magic for some time, letting Ravenhold soothe her recent wounds and hold her in its weak glow. Grief weighed on her mind and she wanted to close her eyes and rest, but they remained open by a will not entirely her own.

      Then she saw them.

      Lights flickered in the distance. Lights she had failed to see during her last teleportation. Faint lights, but bright enough to alert her that other members of the Circle had survived, hiding in Graydon, guarding their magic as best they could. But they could never hide from Ravenhold and its Covenant. The keep knew they lived, and it ensured the knowledge passed on to Shirina.

      Shirina followed the magic of Ravenhold, letting it fill her, and she called towards the lights.

      Come.

      She called more strongly, the word pulsating with the might of more than a thousand years of safeguarding Graydon. She screamed the word in her mind, the same word that legends claimed to be the final one shared between Graydon and Elihor. A call that Elihor herself had never managed to answer.

      COME!

      And she told her Covenant where to go. To follow the star in the distance, in the West, where she was certain the final battle would take place.

      She instructed them to head toward the bright light which could only be a descendant of Graydon himself. Shirina was positive it was the young princess Cassara Edoline, her magic fully activated and now the most powerful in Graydon. Whether she realized it or not.

      But the darkness creeping towards the princess grew thicker yet, and she would need all the help she could get. For herself, and for Graydon.

      The other Circle adepts began to shine, their wards falling as they answered the battle call, their glowing magic like stars beneath her.

      Then the world shuddered and the ground rematerialized beneath her feet. Ravenhold’s magic dissipated and abandoned them to a cold landscape.

      She managed to remain standing as they reappeared by a forest. She did not need to see Ravenhold to know that it had fallen, and that only a cloud of dust and memories remained of her home. Of centuries of blood and sacrifice.

      She looked towards the West, to focus on what could still be.
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      Avarielle’s legs were cramped by the time she stood back up. She ignored Kryde’s body. The earth would eventually claim it back, and his soul had already left. Her sword reflected the poor light, and she clung to it, letting its magic attack her.

      Kryde had been turned against her, and now, so had Graysword. And her own body, assailed by the growth of a child she didn’t want, had also become unpredictable.

      What was there left for her to do?

      Fight.

      The word resonated in every fiber of her being. Fight, and claim vengeance, or die trying. Nothing else mattered now.

      Nothing.

      She stood and listened intently. She could only hear a steady drip somewhere on the horizon. Something was wrong.

      She searched her recent memories for what had changed in her surroundings. She closed her fists as she remembered Siabala’s laughter, the victory flashing in his eyes as she ran him through with Graysword, the feeling of her blade cutting Kryde down so easily…

      The Wall! That’s what was missing. The incessant buzzing of the Wall of Loss was gone. She had grown up with the sound, so minor and constant that she had never realized it was there until she had left for the East and lands so quiet you could hear the stars cry at night.

      So, the Wall had fallen. She had been aware of it, but had been so engrossed in her own loss that she had failed to fully grasp its meaning.

      Avarielle looked down, and from her peripheral vision she could see Kryde’s unmoving foot. She swallowed hard, her heart as clenched as her fists.

      “You say I took a blood oath with you, Siabala,” she said, voice trembling with hatred. “Then know that I will satisfy it. Not by claiming Elihor’s blood,” she forced her hand not to go to her belly, “but instead by claiming yours. You’ve taken it all, and I will claim it all back in your death.”

      She could sense that he had heard her, and wondered if they shared a magical bond, forged by generations of her family spilling blood to activate a magic she now understood to be from the darkest source. Not that it mattered, really. She would continue to wield Graysword. She needed the sword’s magic. Even if it killed her, she needed its powers.

      And she needed more.

      Avarielle was proud but she was not foolish. She knew that she needed help were she to claim vengeance. Walking over to the cooked remains of Delora, a look of surprise still etched on the witch’s features, Avarielle grabbed the amulet from her dead hand and pulled. The hand came with the chain, torn off the body. Disgusted, Avarielle shook it off, sending it flying onto Delora. Her body and its shocked expression crumbled.

      “What did you think would happen?” Avarielle mumbled, too tired to feel much victory over Delora’s death. She tucked the amulet in her tunic. It would come in handy later, as long as Cassara had managed to survive this long without it. In the meantime, her own powers would have to suffice.

      She looked at Kryde’s foot again, and this time her hand did go to her belly.

      The magic of Graysword wasn’t after her own life, she knew.

      Swallowing hard, she whispered, “I’m sorry.”

      She walked out without a single glance back.
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      The air was thick with sulfur, a yellow hue clinging to every corner. Avarielle ignored the stinging of her eyes and burning of her lungs as she pushed back into Stormhold.

      Siabala would be gone by now. After craving freedom for so long, he would not tarry here. But she wasn’t certain where to seek him out.

      He had already destroyed most of Elihor, so Graydon would undoubtedly be his next target. Avarielle clenched her jaw. Or perhaps he had already claimed vengeance, or was just about to, and there was nothing she could do to stop him. Graydon might already be in ashes, like Elihor.

      Her hands formed fists at her sides.

      Had she really allowed herself to become a pawn so easily? Had generations of her family wielded Graysword unquestioningly? Or had they been like her—knowing, or at least suspecting, yet burying the truth deep within their psyche?

      She crossed a threshold, lost in thought, when a hand shot out and grabbed her upper arm. She spun around and pulled Graysword free in one smooth motion.

      A hoarse voice spoke. “Wait.”

      Avarielle narrowed her eyes but stayed her blade. The hand withdrew and a man stepped from the shadows, near the broken bars that had previously held him.

      He had once been a man, but had been turned into a monster by Siabala’s magic. His arms were too long, the bones protruding from his fingers forming partial claws, half-sharpened, half dull, and slick with blood. His skin was stretched and gray, riddled with dark veins, though not as much as full Eloms. A tinge of red still adorned the limbs, giving them a brownish color.

      The broad shoulders betrayed Pack Nacker’s identity. Kryde’s oldest friend and trusted second-in-command stepped into the dim light, unafraid to approach her. Or uncaring.

      Avarielle lowered Graysword.

      Pack looked back from where she had come. She hardened her heart, wanting to detach herself completely from her words. Still, she only managed a whisper.

      “Kryde is dead. I’m sorry.”

      Pack’s shoulders fell and he looked down, showing as much grief as his new deformed body allowed him to.

      Eyes fixed on him, her voice gained strength and kindness as she asked, “Should I end it for you, Pack?”

      He kept his head down, shoulders rising and falling as he struggled to breathe. Graysword’s frenzied magic danced through Avarielle’s body.

      Then his dark eyes looked at her unflinchingly. He shifted his gaze to the side and Avarielle followed his lead. A pile of discarded armor lay there. He headed for it and rummaged, his claws making it difficult to grab the correct pieces. Finding what he was looking for, he pulled out his breast plate, the metal dull and damaged. He tried to put it on, this last vestige of who he had been. And what he still intended to fight for.

      Elihor.

      Avarielle sheathed Graysword and walked over to help him fasten the clasps of his armor, his fingers incapable of pulling on them. She ignored the slight stench of rot and adjusted them as best she could on his deformed body, the armor sitting too high on his bent back and misshapen torso. He then walked over and grabbed his helmet, handing it to Avarielle.

      He knelt before her and she adjusted it.

      He stood up looking more like himself, though his arms, gray skin and claws betrayed what he now was. Or what he was becoming. His gaze lingered on a discarded broadsword, his claws flexing at his side as he came to terms with his inability to wield a blade into battle. Avarielle placed a hand on his arm, grieving for his loss and grateful for what he’d managed to retain.

      “Are there more of you?”

      He nodded and turned back into the shadows.

      She followed him into their depths.
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      Cassara woke up to the sound of hushed arguing. She lay in her tent, fully clothed. She sat up, dizziness blanketing her mind. She had no memory of getting there, or how long she’d been asleep. Her hands shook, and she knew she had overspent her magic.

      And it had felt good. Even without her mother’s amulet, she had managed to tap into her powers, in a greater way than ever before. She didn’t need to step outside to know she had stopped the fires that would have consumed Graydon. She had felt them dissipating when faced with her magic. She had been the balm to a painful burn.

      And she had not lost herself in her magic.

      The arguing intensified, and Cassara shook the last cobwebs from her mind and stood up, pleased that she didn’t sway. Her body would recover quickly. She was young, and she could take some overuse of magic, but she wondered how often she could afford to do so.

      She took a deep breath to make sure she was steady, and then stepped outside the tent. The Westland warrior Trevon, her husband Dayshon, his captain of the guards Jiles, and Breck, the Westland leader, all stood nearby. Either keeping an eye on her tent, or waiting for her to wake up.

      Their argument stopped the second they spotted her. Dayshon broke away and grabbed both of her shoulders, looking deep into her eyes.

      “Are you alright?”

      She nodded, but couldn’t muster a smile. The air carried the smell of burning trees. He let go of her as she looked towards the Bloody Mountains, illuminated by the morning sun. The Wall no longer shimmered in the distance. The land, from the tip of the Bloody Mountains to about fifty feet from where she now stood, was scorched black. Nothing had been spared in the fire’s path.

      But it had been stopped.

      “Whatever you’re arguing about,” Cassara said, not bothering to look back, “settle it quickly, so that we can begin planning our next steps.”

      “War,” Trevon said. Cassara turned to look at him. The warrior shrugged. “Your husband and Breck are having a hard time deciding who will lead the combined army.”

      Breck looked unapologetic, and Dayshon set his jaw stubbornly.

      Cassara sighed. “Can’t you just cooperate and each lead your own men? Or is that too complex to fathom?”

      “We will not ride under the banners of the East!” Breck spat.

      Cassara focused on him as she spoke, hoping her own husband would prove more reasonable.

      “Then keep your banners, Breck of the West. This enemy marches against all of Graydon, so the more banners we have from across the land, the better.”

      “We cannot follow one from the East.” Breck crossed his arms across his chest, making it clear he would tolerate no argument. “It would be an insult to our forefathers.”

      Cassara put her hand on Breck’s arm. He flinched slightly, but did not push her away, keeping his arms crossed and looking down at her.

      Must all Westlanders be so tall?

      “Follow yourselves, then. Follow the ideals of your forefathers. Follow what you feel is best, Breck, but at least walk alongside us in battle. Otherwise, we will lose the West, the East, and everyone within.”

      His eyes flickered towards Trevon, who just shrugged. Cassara kept her hand on Breck’s arm for a moment longer before taking a step back.

      “Will you fight in this battle?” Breck asked of Cassara, his voice losing some of its edge.

      Cassara didn’t look at Dayshon before answering. “I will be there until the end, Breck. That much I can promise you.”

      Breck weighed her answer for a few seconds before nodding. He turned to Dayshon.

      “Then we are willing to walk alongside you, Heir of Rashim.”

      Cassara was worried for a moment that Dayshon would refuse and demand that they follow him, but the prince closed the distance and the two men shook hands. Trevon caught her eye and winked. She smiled.

      She would be there until the end, that much she knew. But she wondered which end would come first—the war’s, Graydon’s, or her own.
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      Cold penetrated her skin and snaked around her bones, deepening the void left behind by Ravenhold’s disappearance. She could feel it in the air around her, the spray of magic emanating from where the keep had once been, the strongest source of magic in Graydon.

      The strongest source of light.

      Using the Sight, she watched it dissipate as it mixed with the magic of Elihor, not in a great battle of light against darkness, but rather in a quiet, accepting embrace. Shadows filled the magical plain, Ravenhold’s magic easily vanquished.

      Shirina turned towards the other adepts. They stood together and waited, staring at her. Their magic flew wildly around them, but seemed fairly untouched.

      “Contain your magic,” Shirina said as she walked amongst them, looking them in the eye. “Do not use it, and ward it within you. It is not safe to use, for now.”

      The Orange Circles did as she asked, not seeing what she saw, but accepting her words as wisdom. The Blue, Yellow and Green Circles did not yet have the skills to ward their own magic, and so she went to each separately and cast a simple spell of warding.

      The precaution would not save them, in the long run. But it would buy them time.

      “So,” the Orange Circle Shala spoke up. The woman seemed a little bit less insolent than before, no doubt only temporarily tempered by fear. “Are we to never use our magic again?”

      Shirina looked to each adept in turn. “You must decide.” The words were strange and foreign in her mouth. She hadn’t planned on saying that. She had planned nothing past this point, not certain they would even survive this far. She had anticipated that they could remain in Ravenhold, safe and growing their skill and knowledge while the storm passed.

      Those plans were now as destroyed as Ravenhold.

      “You must decide,” she repeated, voice gaining strength, “whether you will stay in the Circle, first of all.” She received looks of interest and fear. Some, mostly the younger girls, looked down. “The world has changed, and Ravenhold is gone. There are many left of the Circle, and they will join us in battle, and we could use you, all of you, no matter your abilities.”

      “You would just let us go?” a young voice asked, though she didn’t see the speaker.

      Shirina nodded. “Follow us to safety. After the battle, those who wish to remain, I will help you grow your abilities. But the magic is against us now, and we must first figure out how to safely use it. Those who wish to leave, I will not try and stop you. There are no guarantees that your families and homes remain, but you will always be welcomed back in the Covenant, if that is the case.”

      If we win the day. Many were young and not strong in magic yet, but that didn’t matter. The battle ahead would require all their power, and she could not dismiss them beforehand. She took a deep breath, wishing she could let them all go, so as not to have so much blood on her hands.

      “Who gave you authority to speak these words?” Pola, another Orange Circle, spoke up, goaded on by Shala.

      Grasky stepped forward. “Shirina is the last Elite of the Circle.” He glanced her way to see if her eyes would contradict him. She watched him passively, so he continued, “And a trusted adviser to many Elders in their day. Graydon’s magic favors her. She has seen and experienced more than any of you have, and she needs not justify this further than these words. Should you not agree with this, I suggest you keep your opinions to yourselves and leave us as soon as the battle has ended. In the meantime, she is our best chance at safety, so I suggest you smarten up and follow.”

      Shirina hid a smile. She had never heard Grasky speak so bitingly. But, then again, she had never questioned the system of authority enforced by the Circle.

      “Shall we go?” he turned to her and asked when no objections were raised.

      Shirina nodded and began the trek West, walking away from the sun rising slowly over Graydon.
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      Ravenhold had brought them close to the west. Two days walking should do, as long as everyone kept pace. The man from Elihor, Kale Kolder, walked up beside her. She had been worried he would not be able to keep up on his own and would need to be carried, but her fears had been unwarranted.

      “Tangia would be proud of you, Shirina,” he said. Shirina fought the urge to look at him. She wasn’t certain Tangia would be proud or support her. Then again, she had never been fully certain of Tangia’s motives—living in uncertainty is something Circle Elites were quickly trained to accept. Shirina knew what her mentor would say, however. She should have found a way to save the books, sacrificing everything else if necessary. Even the sproutlings.

      Grasky walked nearby, his head lowered and lost in thought. She wondered if he would have agreed with her, and suspected he would. She used to believe the Keeper of Lisal to be simply a glorified innkeeper, but after dealing with him in the past few days, she had come to understand that he, too, guarded secrets. She hoped she would get to know more of them before fate claimed them.

      As though reading her thoughts, Kale spoke up. “Tangia would have wanted to preserve the knowledge, too, Shirina, but not at the price you might have been willing to pay for it. No matter how obsolete it now seems, the Circle is more needed than ever. All of the Circle.”

      Shirina remained silent for a moment.

      “Are there more of us left, Kale? In Elihor?”

      Kale sighed. “The keeps were destroyed there too. Larkhold fell almost a year ago, and Stormhold, which kept Siabala in check, not long after. But some individuals from the Circle still survive, and there may be Elders left in Elihor.”

      She looked at him to gauge his reaction. “Are you one such Elder?”

      He gave her a quick grin. “Tangia said you were quick. I wasn’t an Elder, but I was in the Circle. I fell in love and left to raise a family. I never stopped loving the learning, but the Circle’s fear of breaking its own boundaries proved too restrictive. I pursued the knowledge perhaps too relentlessly, crossing the Wall of Loss to find what remained of Graydon. That’s how I found Tangia, and returned here to warn her of Larkhold’s and Stormhold’s collapse.”

      He sighed heavily. “But it was too late. Events were already in motion that would see to Ravenhold’s downfall. We worked to preserve what we could of the Circle, but events progressed much faster than anticipated.” His voice turned to a whisper. “I just wish I could have saved Tangia.”

      Shirina allowed him a few moments to gather himself. “Why would they want the Circle to fall so badly?” she finally asked. “Not just fall, but be completely eradicated?”

      Kale snorted. “To stop the Circle from stopping him, of course. The mingling of the magics is what Siabala truly wants, and the Circles, all three of them working together, could have filtered the magic. Just as you can with your staff.”

      Shirina nodded but didn’t answer. She hated that he had so easily guessed the purpose of the staff. But then again, she imagined that, to the right eyes, it must have been pretty obvious.

      She was about to question him further, to increase her knowledge of the situation and salve the wound of losing Ravenhold, when something cracked in the horizon.

      They all stopped and Shirina looked up to where the Bloody Mountains loomed, clear in the crisp morning, no longer distorted by the shimmer of the Wall of Loss.

      Another loud crack sounded, ripping the sky like thunder, and a cloud of dust burst from the Bloody Mountains.

      “What’s happening?” Shirina asked.

      No one answered as they waited to see what would be revealed once the cloud had cleared.
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      The air buzzed like lightning, making Cassara’s hair stand up at its roots. Then the sky cracked and the Bloody Mountains seemed to explode from within, firing a cloud of dust and stone into the sky.

      “Not again,” Gragor, her Edoline guard, muttered. She allowed herself a quick smile despite her racing heart. She doubted the Wall of Loss could be falling twice.

      The Westland and Eastland troops both moved to the ready, stationing themselves between the camp and the mountains. Cassara took a deep breath and forced herself to walk towards the troops. Gragor and Loas, her other guard, whose loyalty had been won in her travels, followed her after only the slightest hesitation.

      Dayshon nodded as she came up, looking at her inquisitively. She turned back to the mountains, took a deep breath, and tried to spot any magic that the soldiers wouldn’t see. Even with squinted eyes, all she could see was dust and a clear sky beyond. She turned back to Dayshon and shook her head.

      Trevon hovered near as well. They weren’t telling her to stay back like they would have just a day ago. From the looks on their faces, she suddenly understood that they stayed near in case she needed protection, but they also expected her to save them all, too.

      Cassara’s throat dried up where her breath remained caught. Of course they would expect her to save them. She had already proved she had great power by stopping the Wall’s onslaught.

      She caught Gragor looking at her sideways, fear and wonder in his eyes. She turned away from him and focused in front of her, where the dust began to billow down from the mountains towards them, dissipating and turning to a fine gray mist.

      “Stay at the ready,” Jiles cried from up ahead. Dayshon passed by her and headed further up to be with the forward troops. Cassara lingered back, wishing she had the courage to move forward, too.

      The earth trembled and cracked, sending most of the soldiers to the ground. Cassara managed to remain standing, thanks to Trevon’s speed.

      “We should leave, Lady Cassara,” Trevon whispered in her ear as he kept his hand on her arm.

      She shook her head as she looked forward, transfixed. A crack ran clear from the Bloody Mountains across the Westland desert, ending not far from where the troops rallied.

      “We have to go,” Trevon said more forcefully, grabbing her upper arm in an iron grip as he pulled her aside.

      “Not without Dayshon!” Cassara hissed at him, trying her best to stand her ground, knowing full well the warrior could easily haul her off if he wanted to. He glared at her and let her go.

      “Wait here,” he ordered before walking towards where Dayshon and Breck were consulting, their differences quickly forgotten when faced with impending doom.

      “Move it, you goats,” Trevon shouted as he reached them in long strides. “It’s obviously time for us to go, unless you know how to fight the ground itself!”

      Dayshon cast a quick look Cassara’s way and she forced herself to meet the question in his eyes.

      Could she save them? Before she could answer, the earth cracked again, the ground surrounding the freshly formed crevice crumbling in. Tremors shook and the sand slithered out of sight. Clouds of dust covered everyone and everything.

      Another loud crack and Cassara was jolted off her feet, falling on her side, clutching her head protectively as shards of rock flew around them. Then someone was on top of her, covering her. The earth shook a few more times, then grew silent. The tremors still vibrated in Cassara’s bones when Gragor got off of her and helped her up.

      She didn’t even think to thank Gragor as she looked around, the dust stinging her eyes, senses tingling awake.

      She walked forward quickly, heedless of potential danger. The air smelled wrong. Like sulfur coated it. She had smelled that just one other time. When her aunt had opened a portal to Siabala’s Rage, before Avarielle had been swallowed by it.

      She forced the thoughts of the warrior deep within. Grief would slow her movements, and she would need to move quickly to meet whatever came their way.
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      The adepts spoke in quick, hushed tones, having felt the quaking of the earth and seen the cloud of dust engulfing the Bloody Mountains and spreading over the West. Shirina stood aside, clutching her staff, letting the tremors of magic pulse into her arm. The magic coursed wildly through the earth, the beating of a great heartbeat that was not Graydon’s.

      “I’ve felt this before,” Kale offered as he walked up to her, looking younger with each passing moment now that his skin had regained some color and his posture had straightened.

      “In Siabala’s Rage. I crossed it, once,” he said softly, features set hard. Shirina stared at him. Siabala’s Rage. She wanted to ask him about it, to understand fully, but her desire to remain ignorant proved too strong. And she hated how weak that made her feel.

      “Siabala’s attack has begun,” Grasky said, looking remorsefully at the adepts.

      “We’re not through yet, old friend,” Shirina said, grounding herself back in the moment. She turned away from the Bloody Mountains to face both men.

      “I will go ahead to reach them. I have to, Grasky,” she added gently at his concerned look. “If Cassara falls now, I don’t think we’ll ever be able to fix this magic. You continue on, march to meet me. I can’t sense any evil, so as far as I know, you’ll be safe reaching us.”

      She knew she wasn’t convincing either man. Or herself.

      “I can’t teleport you all,” she added in a regretful whisper.

      Grasky smiled at her. “We will be fine, Crimson Circle. You must remember that we are no longer the only ones from the Circle heading your way. We will all join up again…within a day?”

      “Two days,” Shirina said. “Very well. And you’re right, Grasky, there are other adepts near, and they too are heading towards the West. But…” She let the thought linger, Grasky understanding her unspoken words.

      That none of them could safely use their magic.

      “I will be here, Shirina,” Kale spoke up. “Perhaps my magic can help.” Shirina doubted that whatever magic he had could help them, but she nodded nonetheless. She would need to leave them all behind. Had Ravenhold saved them all only for Shirina to abandon them so easily?

      Then again, no Circle witch could afford to be dependent on another, especially not in these times.

      She turned towards the adepts and faced the Orange Circles. “Shala,” she called to their leader, the outspoken girl who had dared call a Harvest without Elder permission. She wasn’t a perfect choice for leader, but the others would follow her without question, and speed alone might save them. “I must go west. You must follow me, and make sure to keep everyone safe. Grasky will be your guide,” she added, giving the Keeper of Lisal what she hoped was some authority. He had already shown that he could handle the unruly youth.

      Shala’s eyes widened, a question forming on her lips. Shirina cut her off. “I don’t feel the need to explain myself, adept. Just follow, and keep everyone together. Remember not to use your magic, and be prepared. Battle awaits.”

      Shala nodded slightly, no hint of victory flashing in her eyes. Only terror. Shirina had hoped the adept’s desire for power would fuel her instead of fear. Greed was a safer emotion to rely on in these times.

      Regardless, the Orange Circle would have to do.

      Shirina turned to Kale. “We have much yet to speak of, Kale Kolder.”

      He lowered his head in acknowledgment. “I look forward to it.”

      She turned without further words and headed to the side to cast her spell. “May your steps be steady, Shirina,” Grasky called after her.

      She hesitated before answering. “May all of our steps be steady, and safe,” she whispered, no bothering to see if he had heard. All of their thoughts would be heavy enough. And magic might not save them.

      Planting the staff firmly into the tremulous earth, Shirina called upon Graydon once more to bring her to the homeland of Avarielle Grayloft, to teleport her safely where she had not planned her path, straight into the heart of the battle.
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      The middle slope of the mountains collapsed into rubble, the rocks dancing as they shifted, a great crevasse leading from the flank of the mountain to the plain before them. The dust cleared to reveal the width of the crevasse. Cassara gasped, the ground having collapsed for at least a league, revealing stone formations below.

      Not stones, Cassara thought as she squinted her eyes to see more clearly in the dissipating dust. Buildings!

      She could make out a tower, half broken, leaning sideways onto another large structure, which resembled a manor. The soldiers surrounding her gasped as they too spotted the buildings spreading out before them. All the way to the Bloody Mountains, a city had emerged, some of it still encased in stone, other sections completely crumbled. But enough of it had survived to show it had once been splendid. Towers and parapets stood proudly and multi-storied buildings had withstood the trials of time in this forgotten, buried city, so large it rivaled Massir in size.

      Her eyes lingered on the city before travelling up the mountain, easily visible despite being at least a day’s walk away. It glowed red with swirling energy, yellow clouds billowing into the ancient city, snaking across forgotten roads and into collapsed buildings.

      “Siabala’s Rage,” Trevon whispered beside her. A shiver traveled the length of her spine, but Cassara stood her ground, hands forming fists at her side, wishing the attack would just come already, while hoping it never would.
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      The second Shirina had cast her teleportation spell, her skin began to burn. Siabala’s attack was coming, and he had full control over the battlefield.

      Unable to break the spell, she summoned protective magic around her. Strands of magic lashed at her and whipped her, and she concentrated on maintaining her spell, unable to fight off the attack completely while still teleporting.

      She looked around her
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