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        Claim your power.

        Embrace your power.

        Use your power.
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      More than twenty years ago (wow), I started working on Heirs of a Broken Land. I wrote that story for myself, craving books about strong female characters in rich epic fantasy settings. This turned into my first published series, coming out five years later and getting me my first fans and lovely reviews.

      That series always held a special place in my heart, and I had no doubt that there was more to the story of Cassara, Avarielle, and Shirina, but I wasn't sure what would happen next.

      When the new editions of the trilogy came out a couple of years ago, inspiration struck. It had been twenty years since I'd written their tale, after all, and I'd changed. I was now in my mid-forties, and I wanted to read more stories about kickass middle-aged women who stand their ground and claim their power. So the answer of what to do next became simple: I just had to, once again, write the story I wanted to read.

      This new trilogy, Keepers of a Broken Land, takes place twenty years into their future, too, and they've changed... and they're still the same. Their relationships have evolved, they've struggled and thrived, and the shadows from the battlefield still loom over them.

      AND, best part, if you feel like reading this trilogy more than the first one, you can totally start here. Follow your reading joy!

      Thanks for being a part of my journey,

      Marie
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      Avarielle Grayloft tried hard to ignore the dockmaster beside her as she analyzed the deep claw marks in the wood. Her fingers caught in the three large scratches in what had once belonged to a ship’s hull, before she turned her attention to the metal wrapped around splintered wood, the wet ripped fabric, and the other few telltale signs of what had happened to the large fishing ship.

      It had been twenty years since she’d seen something like this. Twenty years hadn’t been long enough.

      “What do you think?” the gruff man beside her asked, arms folded. Avarielle ignored him, focusing on the wreck. The third of these in so many months.

      “Same deal, isn’t it?” he asked, followed by a grunt.

      Avarielle turned to face Lono Haller, dockmaster of Raklar. She didn’t like him and fought her instincts to scowl at him. He’d made it hard for her to get her fair share of fish, the woman from Graydon. If her son hadn’t been a descendant of Elihor and his father’s grandfather hadn’t stood up for her, she’d have had to fight for food.

      She fought the urge to just hit him and be done with it, the proximity of a monster making her alert. And itching for a fight.

      He raised an eyebrow, slowly, waiting for her answer. She wanted to punch that eyebrow specifically and make sure it never rose again.

      A pleasure for another day. She needed to focus on the problem at hand, the real problem at hand, which wasn’t a blowhard of a man but rather the monster hunting these waters. He’d asked for her help, after all, and she’d made a vow to always help this village when she could, her haven for the past twenty years.

      With any luck, he’d slip and fall in the water and the monster would chew on him. The thought brought a smile to her face as she focused on him. With her full attention on him, not to mention her grin, he shrank back as she towered over him. His fully black eyes still managed to meet her hazel ones, to his credit.

      “It’s the third one,” he hissed, panic and anger bubbling out of him. Avarielle knew that anger, and how it led to rash decisions. She’d seen it happen often enough in her lifetime. She sighed and forced herself to place a hand on his shoulder, urging him to focus back on her. To stop fishing would mean less food, something they couldn’t afford.

      “For now, keep your boats closer to shore, Dockmaster Haller.” She invoked his title like a soothing spell, squeezing his shoulder to ground him. Predictably, he bought it, perked up, looked proud. A beat passed before he nodded.

      His glance shifted sideways, toward Rojon, who had decided to stay at the edge of the docks. Her hand dropped from his shoulder, annoyed. She was proud of her son and what he’d chosen to become, but she was irritated that the dockmaster turned to him when she was the one with battle experience.

      He’s a descendant of Elihor. They trust him, and that’s good for you, stubborn woman. Besides, there was a reason her son hadn’t followed her there.

      She hesitated, then pushed forward. “Survivors?”

      He shook his head and his shoulders dropped.

      Eli’s tits. Anger bubbled inside her, and she squashed it down as far as she could, knowing there were no monsters for her to punch just yet. And she needed to tend to her son first. As she walked to join him, she was careful not to crush the moss spreading between the walkway’s stones.

      “It’ll be fine if you step on it, Mom.” Rojon waited for her at the end of the wharf, his large collection bag already filled with seeds and pods from the plants growing along the shores, hands covered in dirt, as usual. Her grandfather sat on a bench carved from stone, cane held in hand, sharp eyes studying her. In the West, he would be called Rojon’s great-grandfather, but in Elihor, everything above a parent was just a grandparent. The people of Graydon like to complicate things, Kale had once joked to her. Well, things were complicated now, though she wished they weren’t.

      She forced her worries down and kissed her son on the cheek. Her son was as tall as she was, just shy of twenty. Completely dark eyes looked back at her, like his father’s. The breeze ruffled his hair—red, like hers. He stood out in Elihor and would stand out in Graydon, too.

      She guided him to the bench and sat him between her and the old man. Kale’s hand went to Rojon’s back, as though understanding some bad news would be delivered to his grandson. The weight of what she had to do pressed on her again, the anger seething just beneath it.

      “Rojon.” She took his hands in hers, callused from gardening tools instead of swordplay, unlike hers. Her son had grown up in a world recuperating from unimaginable loss, the path to healing riddled with plague and hardship, but he’d never known direct conflict and loss. She took a deep, shaking breath. Best he heard it from her. “I’m sorry, Rojon. Torbolem was part of the crew.”

      “Did he make it?” Rojon choked the words out. She cupped his cheek and he folded into her. She held him as grief poured out of him. Kale’s eyes caught hers, their darkness matching her son’s but their intensity matching her own.

      “Why do these attacks keep happening?” Rojon asked once he’d caught his breath. The winds shifted, the scent of meats and spices calling to them. It neared suppertime, villagers gathering in the pubs to support each other and find comfort in numbers. They might not know that monsters had attacked the boats, but they certainly knew something was wrong, and they were losing friends.

      The village felt as though it collectively held its breath, waiting for the next blow, its citizens keenly familiar with the dread of waiting. The helplessness of it.

      “I don’t know,” Avarielle said, looking toward the still-growing forest to the south, where nested her home.

      “Who would do this?”

      Avarielle was equally unsure about that. She wanted to keep her son in the dark, for him to keep his innocence and gentle love of plants and architecture. A war waged within her—the mother, wanting to protect her son. The warrior, knowing protection came from being prepared. And the veteran of the Days of Blood, who’d always known this day would come yet had hoped it wouldn’t. The past, at times, seemed impossibly far. At other times, it breathed down her neck.

      “Not who but rather what,” she whispered, ensuring only Rojon and Kale would hear. The old man didn’t look surprised. Her son glanced at her, rallying himself from the blow of losing his friend.

      “You think monsters?”

      “I saw claw marks on the edge of the ship.” She lowered her voice again as a few people walked by, looking equally worried. “Maybe something broke free from beneath the waters,” she suggested. He nodded, pondered possibilities. His lowered head reminded her of his father. His thoughtful eyes reminded her of her older brother, after whom she’d named him. He’d died when he was just twenty. Rojon’s age.

      She wanted her son’s face to know the wisdom of wrinkles, like Kale’s. And for his hands to be free of sword calluses, his skin free of scars.

      “Why don’t we eat and then bring some food to Torbolem’s parents and offer our aid?”

      He nodded, the crush of loss slowly replacing the distraction of the mystery of what lived under the lake. Grief coiled around Avarielle’s heart, for the young boy who’d played with her son, the closest thing to a brother he would ever know. She pushed it back, unwilling to fold into it, not while her son needed her, not before she could ensure everyone’s safety.
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      The silent meal ended, and Kale chose to stay back, weary from a long day. The old man had been slowing down, and Avarielle’s worry blossomed again. Grandfather to Kryde, who was Rojon’s father, Avarielle had leaned on him to help her raise Rojon. Now he leaned on her to help him in turn. Though he’d never voiced a complaint, she could see him slowing down, his hands more inflamed and crooked during the rainy season, his steps slower and more uncertain.

      She buried the worry in her heart, kissed him gently on the cheek, and squeezed his hand. As though sensing her worry, he patted her hand. “Tell Torbolem’s parents that their son forever lives in my heart.”

      “I will.” His heart. The heart of a descendant of Elihor, legendary sorceress after whom this land had been named. The same heart as Rojon. Her stomach churned, and she wished she hadn’t eaten but also didn’t want to be caught on an empty stomach, should her magic be needed.

      Her cursed magic.

      Stop it, stupid woman. She growled at herself as she led Rojon out of the pub, a few people looking at her, waiting to see if the strange hazel-eyed woman from the Land of Light would offer her protection once again. She took a deep breath and nodded to a few large sets of dark eyes. She preferred that they look to her than her son. She didn’t want Rojon near any of this, nor feeling the crushing weight of their expectations. He was twenty, yes, but he was still just a boy to her. And his magic would be useless, if he even had any. Which they wouldn’t know until it was too late.

      They could leave him out of it.

      Dusk fell like a heavy blanket on the village, rocked by another failed fishing expedition and the loss of a five-person crew. Worse than just losing their lives, their bodies had been lost too, which meant their memories and souls could not be properly cherished. A fate already laid upon so many of Elihor’s people, the grief palpable.

      Carefully built arches connected buildings, each alley leading to a small garden or single tree, a sign of growth and memory. Most of Raklar had survived the initial blaze, the easternmost edge of the town crushed but the rest remained standing, scorched stones never cleaned.

      Never to forget.

      Avarielle and her son walked in silence, steps quiet on the mostly cobblestone streets. Once, she’d been told, this place had been riddled with life. People and horses supporting the fishing trade.

      Now it held its breath, waiting for the next blow.

      A few streets down, away from the shore, they knocked on the familiar door. An apple tree grew in their backyard, planted by Laora’s father, who had perished before the Days of Blood. It had survived, unlike so many of the orchards of Elihor.

      Torbolem will never have a tree. She fought back against her grief, holding space for his parents’ and her son’s. While Rojon and Torbolem’s father talked about memories and shared some tears, Laora took Avarielle aside to the courtyard, to stand beneath the gnarled tree.

      “That was my boy,” she said through clenched teeth, dark eyes deep pools of tears. “Do you know who did this?” Avarielle had met Laora shortly after moving there, quickly becoming fast friends, their sons around the same age. Both without mothers and with few resources, they’d leaned on each other to figure out how to survive with a newborn child in a burnt and scarred land. And, when Avarielle had had to step away to go fulfill her duty and maintain her oath, Laora had helped watch over Rojon, who couldn’t yet follow.

      That their sons had become like brothers warmed both their hearts and united the families even further. They’d been inseparable except in one respect: Rojon didn’t take to the sea but to the art of plants and buildings instead. She hated how grateful she now felt that he’d never developed sea legs. And it further twisted the grief for the young man she’d watched grow up alongside her own son.

      “I don’t,” Avarielle said, looking deep into Laora’s eyes. “But I promise I’ll do everything in my power to find out.”

      Laora nodded, then slowly turned away from Avarielle and placed her hand on the solid trunk of the apple tree, forehead to bark as her anger quickly dissipated back into grief.
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      The Bloody Mountains formed a dark and impenetrable fortress in the distance, the sky above them shimmering slightly in the moonlight. The Wall of Loss. Kale had quickly fallen asleep, and Rojon had retreated to be alone. She fought against her instincts to go to him, letting him figure things out for himself.

      He’d come to her if he needed her. He’d been fairly independent for the past few years, something Avarielle was both proud of and saddened by. Not that he’d had much choice—she’d been absent for half of his life, after all. She missed the little boy who held her tightly and folded into her lap when he needed to think. He might be too big to fold into her lap now, but she’d love to even just sit in the same room. To feel like he might still need her, and to know she was there if he did.

      He’ll be fine, she tried to convince herself, but still listened intently for signs of movement or anything that indicated he might need her.

      After some time, she finally knelt by her bed and pulled out the large rectangular box she kept beneath it. A poor hiding place, but no one had ever bothered her there. And why would they? She was barely known there, a woman of Graydon with a child of Elihor, a child who couldn’t survive in the Land of Light. They knew she’d helped some villagers survive, a few of them settling in the area. They trusted her because she’d put work in this place, like they all did. And the fact that Kale, a descendant of Elihor, had vouched for her certainly hadn’t hurt.

      Ignoring the layer of dust on the box, she opened it. An old blanket loosely covered its belongings. She smiled as she touched the blanket. Rojon’s first blanket, technically a cloak, the color of deep blood. Too worn to still use, too precious to get rid of.

      Carefully she moved it aside. Two items lay beneath. The first and largest was Graysword. She kept it there when not in Graydon. It looked the same as it always had—the blade as sharp, the hilt as shiny, the red jewel catching the candlelight and magnifying it. She resisted the urge to wrap her hand around its hilt, wanting to hold the metal in her hand, to feel the perfectly weighted blade that had seen her through so much. And linked her to such darkness.

      With a deep breath, she looked beyond it, focusing on the second item in the box: a simple rock decorated with a swirl pattern that had been carved with magic.

      “Just in case,” Shirina had said, her face taut and drawn as they parted ways atop the Bloody Mountains, twenty years earlier, after a battle that almost claimed all their lives. The red cloak belonged to her. Once, Avarielle had hated the sorceress. Now a smile graced her lips at the thought of calling her. She’d love this, of course. That would have once annoyed her, but now it amused her.

      Shirina was many things, irritating chief among them, but she was also trustworthy. She’d protected Cassara, rebuilt her Circle, and had always made sure Rojon had the learning he so craved. A gentle boy, son of two warriors, born during the final battle of the Days of Blood. Ripped from her by magic. Shirina always visited him when Avarielle was away, able to quickly travel thanks to her magic. Avarielle had never thanked her for that. She might, one day, if the sorceress proved especially non-annoying, knowing Shirina expected no such gesture and would probably scoff at it.

      That made her smile more as she carefully lifted the stone and spoke the words Shirina had given her to activate it.

      I had to choose words you’d never accidentally say, she’d informed her, face passive, drawn from overuse of magic, but an unmistakable glimmer in her eyes. Avarielle shook her head, a grin on her lips as she uttered the phrase.

      “I need your help, Shirina.”
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      Before dawn even pierced the sky, Avarielle stood within the nearby forest, stretching her arms and legs before starting her day’s exercise. She loved this time most of all, when the world was quiet and all she had to worry about was her breath.

      Her limbs remembered the moves by heart, the dances taught to her as a child by her mentor, and the sword movements taught by Trevon. The survival instincts she’d developed over the years of running, fighting, surviving. Her body effortlessly slipped into its old movements, her mind quieting even as the forest filled with life around her. She let that life embrace her, the sounds of nature coat her, remembering a time when even forests had grown quiet.

      By the time she walked back to her home, the sun pierced the horizon, and she felt ready to tackle the day and whatever it might bring.

      A figure sat on her porch, slowly standing as Avarielle approached.

      “That was quick,” Avarielle said softly, not wanting to wake up Kale or Rojon just yet. Shirina’s lips quirked, the gray in her raven hair highlighted by the growing light, as were her white robes. The crimson circle embroidered above her heart matched the color of her cloak. The same outfit the sorceress had worn since Avarielle had met her. The same color as Rojon’s first blanket.

      “For Avarielle Grayloft to call for aid, I figured things must be pretty dire.”

      Avarielle couldn’t help but smile. It was good to see the sorceress. Not because she was particularly fond of her, but they shared a common history that few would understand, standing against the greatest evil and surviving. Together.

      “It’s nice to see you haven’t run out of sarcasm, Shirina. Are you up for a walk?”

      Shirina nodded, and Avarielle slipped into the house to quickly change and leave a note for her still-sleeping family. She hated to admit it, but with Shirina there, she felt more confident they could handle whatever lurked in the water.

      After years of rebuilding the Circle, surely Shirina had a few new tricks to share.
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      The warrior didn’t initiate conversation, and so neither did Shirina, enjoying the sounds of the forest around her. Elihor’s rebuilding and replanting had gone at a remarkable pace. Some didn’t think so, twenty years in, but considering the landscape was mostly razed and over half of the land’s people killed, Shirina found this nothing short of amazing.

      She looked sideways to the warrior, curious. Avarielle and she hadn’t chatted much since fighting Siabala and swearing to protect their deadly secret. The warrior kept her word, spending half the year at Cassara’s side, protecting her for months at a time, her son raised by his grandfather and the villagers.

      Kale. She looked forward to seeing him today. Shirina often visited when Avarielle was away. Partly to get more Circle history from him, since he was a wealth of knowledge about Elihor, and partly to assure the warrior that someone else kept an eye on her son.

      She was sure that Avarielle knew, but the two had never chatted about it. Why would they? They led different lives, intersected only at Siabala’s whims.

      As always, the warrior seemed annoyingly the same, even the years being kind to her. She didn’t strike Shirina as any less powerful physically, though it was strange to see her weaponless. At least, apparently weaponless. She doubted the warrior walked around without a dagger stuck somewhere on her. Probably several, though she’d never figured out where Avarielle kept them all. Still, something about her seemed more tempered, but Shirina doubted that impression would survive the test of fire.

      “I assume you called me here for more than a morning constitutional?” Shirina asked, hating that she sounded out of breath. Her body had suffered from the fall of magic, and her continued use of it didn’t help. Old instincts kicked in and she braced herself for the warrior’s joke at her expense. But if Avarielle noticed, she didn’t let on.

      “There have been attacks on fishing ships,” she said, voice low as they passed another home, the village wrapped in gloomy morning mist. Not conducive to safe sailing, or perhaps out of fear of monsters, the docks stretched quietly around them as they neared the water.

      “This is the third ship,” Avarielle said, pointing at a wrecked mound of wood and metal. “We lost good people to these attacks.” The mists swallowed her whisper.

      Shirina didn’t immediately see signs of attack, but she slowly walked around the once-ship, knowing that Avarielle would not be mistaken in this, nor would have called her unless she truly needed help. On the stern she found what Avarielle had seen, etched in the wood grain and metal.

      Claw marks.

      “Has anyone spotted anything?”

      “No,” Avarielle said. “But no one’s survived the attacks, either.”

      Shirina looked to the water, the waves lapping beneath the wooden dock, the scent of fish and algae mixing into an unpleasant odor. She missed her books and scrolls, and her gardens. A few ships floated in the harbor, and Shirina frowned as she watched them bob up and down with the waves.

      Staring at the movement, a thought began to bloom in her, her breath catching on that terrible air. She glanced back at the mangled wreck, a ball that looked nothing like a ship. Then she glanced at Avarielle, the warrior looking out toward the sea, waiting her out.

      “How was this found?” Shirina asked, forming her thoughts as she formed her words. “Shouldn’t this have sunk?”

      Avarielle held her gaze and didn’t miss a beat.

      “They were found on islands, sandbars, or even deposited on shore. Just waiting.”

      There she saw it, in the warrior’s eyes, the familiar fire. Someone, or something, had wanted the wrecks found. The water lapped on the shore, calm and serene.

      “This feels like baiting,” Avarielle said, with something akin to worry and, more worrisome for Shirina, excitement.

      “It does,” Shirina said, turning to Avarielle as she crossed her arms. “Have you seen the monster?”

      “I haven’t. But I do know that we need to find it and destroy it before it kills again.”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t just try to do this yourself,” Shirina said honestly, biting back the sarcasm begging to be unleashed.

      “I’ve grown wise, Shirina.”

      Shirina nearly choked at the words.

      “The creature isn’t the only thing baiting, it seems. I could just teleport away, you know.”

      “I know,” Avarielle said with a lazy grin. “But you won’t.”

      “Give me one good reason?” She stood straighter, feeling energized by the exchange, which irritated her even more. If she was honest, which she certainly didn’t intend to be with Avarielle, she’d missed her. Had missed this. The back-and-forth, always having to be on her toes, the quick wit. And always knowing where you stood. In the end, they’d both proved to each other their trustworthiness. That on the battlefield, they would keep each other safe.

      In the battlefield of wits, however, only direct hits mattered.

      “Because, like you said, it feels like baiting. And I’m not sure who they’d be baiting here except me or Rojon.”

      “Still not convinced,” Shirina added, though she agreed. Avarielle held an ancient magic and had made powerful enemies with it. Her son was heir to an even more powerful power, wrought from the magic of Elihor. There was indeed quite a lot to bait there.

      “Well, I’m going to find out who’s doing this, with or without your help.” Avarielle shrugged. “And I could use your help.”

      “There’s that word again,” Shirina said. “You haven’t uttered it in twenty years, and now here we are, and you’ve said it twice already.”

      The warrior looked toward the sea, the mist starting to lift, the docks coming to life around them. Avarielle turned to face her, and she looked tired. Not like Shirina had seen her before, weary to the bone and grieving, bleeding on the battlefield. No, this was a different kind of tired. And one she understood all too well.

      The fatigue of similar events rang like a battle call in her weary bones, too. The sorceress met the warrior’s eyes.

      “Where do you want to start?”
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      Avarielle had thought Shirina would prove the most annoying part of her day, but she’d been wrong. The most annoying part of her day was her own flesh and blood, stubbornly standing in the entrance to her room and stopping her from leaving.

      “Rojon, you’ll stay here and I’ll head off with Shirina.” She kept her tone measured but commanding. Soldiers had jumped to follow her commands on battlefields at hearing that tone. Her son, unfortunately, seemed immune.

      “I should go with you,” he said, looking at her leather armor and the weapons she now had strapped on. He’d seen her wearing them before, and she’d trained him in combat, as had her own sword mentor, Trevon. But he was untested on an actual battlefield, and she hoped he would stay that way.

      His eyes flickered to the pommel sticking up above her back. She knew that look, that desire, her stomach turning. Her gentle boy, who loved gardens, had made bridges from their roots, could be made to love war. Bloodshed. The power called to him, too. The darkness of her blade, her legacy. She’d hoped that Kryde’s blood would have tempered the curse of her own, but their son seemed just as powerless as she’d once been. But she’d been more desperate, too, with monsters roaming her land.

      Monsters now roam his land, too.

      “The answer is no.” A whisper, echoing like a shout.

      Torbolem was gone, grief and sorrow ignited in her son. Just like it had been in her when her brother had been killed. Rojon is the same age as he’d been. She pushed the thought deep, buried it, but was unable to release the fear clutching her gut. Her sensitive son sought blood. The power promised him that, in a way she couldn’t.

      “I have to go.” She placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll be back by nightfall.”

      At that he glanced away from the sword and looked at her, fear riddling his dark eyes.

      “What if the monster attacks you?” His voice sounded strangled. Her brave boy, born in the heat of battle, fighting Siabala with his first few breaths, had not known combat since. And, unlike her people and her time, he hadn’t really lost anyone until his friend. Maybe it wasn’t the power he craved. Maybe he just wanted to do something, anything, the same Grayloft temper that ran in her blood firing his, too. Maybe she read too much in his actions and words, seeing herself reflected in them. Fearing he’d follow her path.

      He was better than her. She’d done her best to raise him to follow his own path, away from hers. To have the peaceful life she never could.

      “I can handle it,” she said with a confident smile. “Besides, Shirina can teleport us out of there if necessary. She’s faster and more powerful than she looks.”

      He looked at her incredulously but seemed to decide to trust her. He knew Shirina like a wise aunt who came bearing books. He’d never seen the sorceress wield her powerful fires in battle. Hopefully, he would never have to.

      “Just be careful.” He wrapped his arms around her. She hugged him back, then broke the embrace and kissed his forehead.

      “I promise I will be,” she said. “You help Torbolem’s family today, and keep your grandfather out of trouble.” He gave a short laugh at that.

      “I’ll walk you to the docks,” he offered, and the two headed down the stairs to find Shirina and Kale in deep conversation. She joined them, trying to shake the feeling that her peaceful home in Elihor was being slowly unravelled and everything she’d grown to love would be swept away.

      Just like it had once before.

      The four companions walked in silence toward the docks as the sun steadily warmed the day, though the mists stubbornly clung on. Then she left her family and followed Shirina to Kale’s small skiff.

      She glanced back, to Rojon and Kale on the dock. They would keep each other safe. Then she forced herself to focus on the gloomy, mist-covered water and what she would face, her heart beginning to beat with the familiar rush of impending battle.

      She loved her family. Was proud of her son, and all that they’d built there.

      But, if she was honest, she’d missed this. The call to wield her sword, the battle cry of her instincts, the freedom of the battlefield, where decisions were based on immediate needs. No overthinking, worrying, hoping.

      Only action, and the singing of her blade as it lit with magic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Rocks and the nearby sandbar kept Avarielle busy navigating the skiff while Shirina focused on holding on to the sides and the looming wreck ahead. This wreck was bigger than what had washed up on shore, half the boat stranded on rocks. Deep gashes crisscrossed the wooden hull, which could have been produced by striking the rocks. But Shirina knew it wasn’t. If nothing else, Avarielle believed a monster attacked. When it came to monsters, the warrior was second to none.

      The parallel cuts showed that the creature had three claws, or at least three larger ones. A closer investigation would reveal more details and hopefully help them find and destroy this monster. With any luck, it would already be gone, though Shirina doubted that to be the case.

      Avarielle managed to get the boat near the rocky island and secured it. Satisfied, she hopped out and offered her hand to the sorceress. Shirina accepted it, unused to travel on water.

      “When did you get so proficient in boating?” she asked as she found herself swaying on firm land.

      “Take a deep breath and close your eyes for a second. It’ll help you find your legs again.” She did as told, the warrior’s hand on her back to steady her. “Kale’s a fisherman, on top of being part of the Circle,” she continued. “He taught me and Rojon everything he knows.”

      “Not technically part of the Circle,” Shirina whispered as she reopened her eyes. “But it’s his knowledge I’ve learned to lean on.” Avarielle nodded knowingly, then headed toward the wreck. Rocks jutted out of the water around them, this being the biggest island, if it could be called that, barely ten meters long and wide, crafted of uneven terrain and rocks. With it being wet, Shirina had to concentrate on remaining standing, wishing she still had her staff, even if she’d not carried one for twenty years.

      Absentmindedly, she touched the thick silver bracers on each wrist, making sure they were still there. If Avarielle noticed, she gave no indication of it, the warrior’s narrowed eyes surveying their surroundings as they approached the wreck.

      “The wreck was checked for survivors but not much else. They feared another attack.”

      What Shirina believed from a distance to be the whole boat turned out to be a piece of it, cracked in half. She glanced questioningly at Avarielle.

      “They never found the second half.”

      The air smelled fresh, the breeze wafting in from the deep sea, the horizon shimmering with endless depths as it stretched past her line of sight. Shirina struggled to keep her footing on the slippery rocks. Avarielle, much to Shirina’s annoyance, didn’t seem plagued with such issues. Mists danced around the island just above the waters, refusing to dissipate despite the wind, blocking their view of the shore. With the Sight she peered into the mists but found nothing magical within them.

      Shirina slowly studied the wreckage and could see no magic within it, either, not even a lingering trace. A finger upon it revealed that slime coated it. She had no idea what constituted normal in these conditions, and simply made note of it. An important part of being a sorceress was knowing what she didn’t know. Something that she tried to impress on her Circle adepts.

      The claw marks on the wood were deeper and clearer than those of the wreck on shore. On the second pass, she noticed something sticking out of the wood, near the top portion of a deep gash.

      She glanced up, and Avarielle followed her eyes.

      “Is that a claw?”

      “It seems to be. Or at least a piece of one,” Shirina said.

      “Can you fly yet? Is that something you can do with your magic?”

      Shirina looked at her with a raised eyebrow, and Avarielle shrugged. “Doesn’t hurt to ask. But I guess it’s up to me.” She tied a rope to an arrow, pulling out her long bow, the rope uncoiling as the arrow went up and fell back down, planting deeply in the top of the wreck. Avarielle tested her rope, then started to climb.

      With some work and the help of a dagger, she managed to get the piece of claw out.

      Shirina looked around while the warrior whittled away the wood.

      “How did it get so far from the water?” she asked, looking at the waves lapping below, the nearby sandbar turning the clear incoming water into rolling waves, some crashing onto rocks, others heading back toward the hidden shoreline.

      Avarielle landed beside her.

      “That’s one of the questions worrying me,” she said, handing Shirina the dark piece she’d extracted from the wood.

      Gold flecks peppered the darkness of the claw. When she held it up against the mostly clear sky, she could almost see through it. Strong, sturdy, gold-lined and yet not fully opaque. This was no material that Shirina had ever encountered. The worse part was the realization that this was a smaller claw, caught in the wood and unable to break free. Yet it was bigger than her hand.

      Avarielle hissed, and Shirina looked up. The waves intensified and struck the sandbar.

      “What is—” Before she could finish her question, Avarielle tackled her and threw her on rocks, knocking the wind from her. The warrior scrambled up, pulling Shirina along with her as a giant tail smashed the ground where they’d stood moments before, shattering what remained of the ship, splinters of wood storming into them.

      “Shirina!” Avarielle shouted as something knocked into Shirina’s midsection. Pain lanced through her body, breath stolen from her. Then she landed, hard, frigid waters enveloping her and dragging her down, merciless.
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      White robes and crimson cloak stumbled into the water before Avarielle could reach out, too busy trying to avoid incoming blows while not slipping on wet rocks. Dark legs crashed on the ground as a large creature erupted from the nearby sand bank, looking like a mix between a lizard and a centipede. Its shining dark blue exoskeleton absorbed the light instead of reflecting it, mimicking the gently rolling sea, making it difficult to spot unless it moved. Which it currently did, a ripple traveling from head to tail as it stretched.

      Avarielle raced to jump into the water after Shirina, but a leg landed right in front of her, twice as wide as she was tall. She threw herself sideways, landed on her flank, and pushed herself back up in one swift, practiced motion. Three large claws surrounded by smaller claws skittered on the rock, scratching the stones. She studied it quickly as she scrambled back to find a weakness, but no matter where she looked, its shining exoskeleton greeted her like armor.

      And Shirina had yet to re-emerge.

      Anger bubbled into Avarielle with the familiar rush of adrenaline and excitement as her fingers wrapped around Graysword’s hilt. Before she could draw on its magic, the creature shifted, and Avarielle threw herself between two large legs, then pushed off the rocks and into the lapping waters below.

      She dove in, the white robes of the sorceress thankfully easy to spot, her red cloak unfurling in the water around her like a great hand holding her, red blood dribbling from her forehead where she must have struck the rocks.

      Eli’s blood. She’d brought the sorceress there to help her, not to get herself killed within seconds. She kicked hard toward Shirina, using her hands to pull herself as quickly as possible. The water shifted, dancing with bubbles as something large slipped into it, the wake propelling her forward but down. Or so she thought. Losing bearings underwater would prove deadly.

      Avarielle found strength to swim faster as the ebbs of the water struck the sorceress, vanishing from view with sediment. She focused on where she’d last seen her as a rush of bubbles overtook her, a large leg landing inches from her nose.

      Her lungs hurt and she forced her limbs to keep pushing down, ignoring her need for air, focusing on the next movement, the next action. Dirt swirled around her, caught in the creature’s wake, though the calmer push of the water indicated it had withdrawn. Avarielle’s knuckles scraped against stone and she changed course. The rocks jutted close to each other, and might form a natural barrier against it.

      She hoped so as she looked around blindly.

      Just as she thought she had to abandon the search and head up for air, loose fabric wrapped around her hand, followed by something soft and flesh-like. Praying to Graydon and Elihor, she grabbed the object and kicked up as it dragged behind her. Enough drag to be a body.

      Air had never tasted fresher, and she gulped it greedily as she headed to shore. Her lungs burned, white dots exploding in her vision as she pulled herself to shore, still holding on to her find, relieved to see it was indeed Shirina and not some poor sailor’s body. Grunting, she pulled the unconscious sorceress onto the rocks, away from the water. The wind picked up, chilling her to her bones.

      She paused, instincts on high alert, and looked again toward the water. The creature sat on the sandbar, maybe even rested on it, part of its large head sticking up, looking almost like an island itself, save for the large, light-absorbing dark eyes. Avarielle crouched protectively over Shirina, trying to formulate a plan on how to get them both out alive. The creature stared at her. Could it be studying her? How intelligent was this thing? Moments after the two locked eyes, it slipped into the water, ripples following it away from their rocky perch.

      Avarielle watched it go for a few precious seconds before focusing back on the sorceress, trying to ignore the shiver settling into her spine. Those eyes had seemed so… thoughtful. She shrugged it off. Maybe it had been too long since she’d been in battle, and much longer since she’d fought monsters.

      Shirina’s lips were turning blue, a dangerous pallor clinging her skin.

      “This would be a stupid way for you to die,” Avarielle hissed as she started pushing on the sorceress’s chest, forcing the water out of her lungs. She’d been taught the technique of Elihor, used for generations to save sailors from treacherous waters.

      Shirina spat up water, and Avarielle held her to her side so she wouldn’t choke. The sorceress gasped, Avarielle keeping a steadying hand on her as she glanced around, trying to see where the monster had gone, but all that she could see was the quiet water, and no sign of the large creature that had just tried to kill them.
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      Shirina sat in silence as Avarielle rowed them back to shore. Coldness had settled in her core, and her head still hurt. Avarielle had wrapped her in a strange seaweed blanket and tended to her head, but there was little else she could do before they reached a healer.

      She’d wanted to teleport them straight back to land and not risk coming under another attack, but they’d both known using so much power to teleport two people could wipe her out for hours, if not days. Especially when injured. And she needed her magic to deal with this creature. Of course, next time, she’d try not to get knocked into the water first.

      She hadn’t missed this. The churning of moments in battle. From victorious to crushed in an instant. She found herself again missing her books and gardens, and the warmth of Graydon’s sun. Elihor shared the same sun, of course, but its quality seemed dimmed here, perhaps because it relied on evening light instead of morning rays.

      The sun was just beginning to creep down in the sky by the time they spotted the shore again.

      “This place is usually brimming with fishing vessels,” Avarielle said, looking back to Shirina. She’d been making small talk here and there and keeping an eye on her, making sure she stayed awake. Shirina made a sound acknowledging the statement but didn’t feel much like talking.

      “Fishing is one of their main food sources,” Avarielle continued. “When Siabala burnt Elihor, it destroyed a lot of animals, too. They hunt less to allow the herds to re-form. Some animals can be hunted now, but restabilizing the food chain in this land has been of high concern for the elders.”

      Shirina looked toward her, winced at the pain in her head.

      “This isn’t just about sailors getting killed,” Avarielle continued. “It’s about saving the people from famine, too. After everything they’ve been through, they’re still rebuilding, and food supplies and storage still aren’t producing enough to survive one bad season. And last summer did not have good crops.”

      “I heard,” Shirina sighed, feeling forced to chat. “We’ve been working with the Circle of Elihor to reforge land magics and help fortify the crops. I’m afraid that’s taking time, though,” Shirina sounded apologetic. Once, she would have cared at showing the weakness. But now, she’d learned to temper her pride with humility. Her magic had been ripped from her before, and only the hard work and knowledge of others had allowed her to survive. People did better together, but getting them to work together proved difficult. And often annoying.

      “Graydon had excellent crops last summer,” Shirina offered. “You could reach out to Cassara. I’m sure she’d send what she can from Massir.”

      “I’m sure,” Avarielle said. Their mutual friend was the most powerful queen in the Land of Light, and she would step up. If asked. Shirina looked at Avarielle, and the warrior sighed. “There’s still so much distrust. I mean, so many of Elihor’s people were killed in Graydon. And, even now, the few who dare come through Siabala’s Rage act like they own the place. Like those from Graydon are better. It makes it hard to reach out for help when the help expects you to kneel.” She winced. “Not that Cassara would ever expect or demand that.”

      She took a shuddering breath. “How is Cassara?”

      “Good the last time I saw her,” Shirina said, choosing her words carefully. Cassara was under protection from her closest witches, the ones she trusted most. If Cassara were to fall, the entire world would be doomed. But no one knew that except the three of them, and she intended to keep that secret. But as the queen of the biggest kingdom in Graydon, a target had been permanently etched on her back.

      “Graydon has its own problems,” Shirina continued. “And Cassara is not appreciated by all.”

      Avarielle’s hands turned to fists, eyes shining as she looked to Shirina. The warrior had taken an oath to protect Cassara, and that oath ran deep in her blood. She’d been spending half her time in Graydon and half in Elihor, trying to split her heart between her duty and her family. Soon, she’d head back. With Rojon continuing his studies and talking of heading to Keshmeer, capital of Elihor, to apprentice with the Guild of Memories, she suspected Avarielle’s next trip to Graydon would prove permanent.

      The warrior seemed to be thinking along the same lines.

      “Every time I go, tensions seem to be growing in the kingdom,” Avarielle said, “And now, monsters stalk Elihor. Could any of this be Siabala’s doing?”

      Shirina looked out to the sea, toward the Bloody Mountains and the shimmering Wall of Loss, remembering the first time Avarielle had truly trusted her. When there had been no choice, and everything had to be sacrificed to stop an ancient god from being reborn. They should have been able to end it then, but their magic, their armies… they’d been too weak by then and he too strong. He’d chiseled their strength away until not enough remained to defeat him, only imprison him.

      “I don’t know,” Shirina answered truthfully, then met the warrior’s steely eyes. “But we might as
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