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      The fire mage temple loomed in front of them, darkness shrouding it in shadows, but even in the darkness, Fes could feel the power pushing off it. Fire magic pulsed distantly from within it, but with enough strength that he could detect it.

      “This is stupid,” he said to Jayell.

      “Stupid or not, I won’t be of any use to you without any relics to use.”

      Fes sighed. That was the only reason he had been willing to attempt this. It would be a collection, the kind that he once had done for Azithan and now would be doing on behalf of Jayell—and himself. If they were successful, they would be able to have enough items that they wouldn’t have to worry about a risk of attack. Jayell would be better equipped to defend herself, using dragon magic to do so.

      There was another reason for their coming here, though for Fes it was riskier. He wanted to see for himself whether Azithan had been telling the truth about what he’d taken from the dragon plains.

      “I have done a lot of ridiculous things in my time,” he said. “But this will be among the most ridiculous.”

      “It’s not as dangerous as you think. I know you don’t believe that you can use your magic well enough to protect yourself, but—”

      Fes shook his head. “That’s not it. I know that I can use the connection I have to the Deshazl, but I don’t have the same control over it as I need to if we confront one of the fire mages.” And by coming to the heart of their power, they risked confronting more than just one of the fire mages.

      “If we do this right, we won’t have to confront anyone,” she said.

      Fes watched her as he reached for one of his daggers, running his finger along the dragonglass blade. She was a lovely woman, and they had spent the better part of the last three months together, mostly running. Since leaving the palace, and escaping Jaken’s discovery, Fes had continued on the quest for some way of reaching Griffin, but Azithan had him too well hidden. There wasn’t anything that he had been able to discover. Any time they had tried, they ran into more challenges, most of them tied to the fact that they didn’t have enough power compared to the others within the empire they would be facing. Worse, word kept reaching him of the rebellion. After his betrayal of them, he needed to ensure their safety as much as he could.

      It was why he was willing to risk this. He knew that he shouldn’t, but where else were they going to find a collection of dragon relics so easily?

      “And you don’t want me to simply go in the front door,” Fes said.

      “There really isn’t a front door,” she said.

      “There’s got to be something,” he said.

      They crouched near the end of the street. Sweeping out in front of them was an open lawn. A dozen or more twisted trees grew here, though none of them were very tall, certainly not enough to provide cover. It was still better than anything he’d experienced in the dragon fields.

      The fire mage temple was enormous. It rivaled the palace, though that wasn’t surprising. The fire mages were the key to the empire’s power, so ensuring they were adequately trained was the way that the Empire went about ensuring that they maintained control. Made entirely of a dark stone—not dragonglass, he didn’t think—night shrouded it in shadows. Occasionally, the pulse of power came to him, a connection that he still didn’t fully understand, and he resisted the urge to carve through the spells.

      The city surrounding the temple was nothing extraordinary, though he imagined the people living here thought otherwise. They had passed normal-enough homes and shops, the kind that he would find in Anuhr. They’d been forced to slip past soldiers, but that had been easy enough, and none of the soldiers were members of the Dragon Guard.

      “There are only a few entrances,” Jayell said, reminding him of what she’d already told him.

      They had gone through this before, and he knew the layout of the temple, at least as well as she could remember it. This was going to be a difficult job, and with only the two of them going, it would be challenging. If he were to plan something like this and not worry about how many people he would bring, having four or five others with him would be helpful. Some could provide watch while others could provide a distraction if it were needed.

      “If we can reach the south entrance, the hallway is a little narrower, but there aren’t as many fire mages in that part of the temple. If we encounter any, you should be able to cut through their magic before they draw any more attention.”

      “I like how you want me to do the hard work,” Fes said.

      Jayell looked at him, frowning. “You know that I can’t—”

      Fes chuckled. He had to do it now, as there wouldn’t be a chance to do so later. “Once we find a few more artifacts, then you can. And in here, we’ll come across mages who have much more power than I have ever known.”

      “I will do as much as I can, but…”

      “I understand.”

      He took a deep breath, focusing on the temple. They would have to move out over the open lawn, and doing so would require that they rely upon Jayell’s ability to conceal them. It was possible that any attempt to use that kind of magic would be detected—especially here—and he wanted to be ready if that were to happen.

      Withdrawing his daggers from their sheath, he squeezed their hilts. They were smooth and they provided comfort.

      “The daggers and not the sword?” she asked.

      “The sword is too noticeable,” Fes said.

      “And you don’t think your daggers are noticeable?”

      “They aren’t quite as noticeable.” There was something to using the daggers that was easier for him than the sword. The daggers had been a part of him for as long as he had lived, and a gift—the only memory he had of his parents—and he had much more experience using them than he did with the sword.

      But then, the sword might allow him a better ability to carve through powerful fire mage spells. If it came down to it, he wanted to be ready and hoped the daggers would be enough. He’d faced powerful fire mages with only the daggers, so hopefully that would be enough this time, too.

      “Are you ready?” she asked.

      Fes nodded, squeezing the hilts of his daggers and feeling the strange power within him. It coursed through him, a connection to some ancient magic, a part of him that he still didn’t understand.

      Then again, Fes had always known that part of himself. It was the part that he had always had to suppress, the rage and violence that allowed him to perform great feats, but it was a power that terrified him.

      As Jayell held out a small dragon relic—a curved length of dragon claw—her spell washed over them. He glanced over, and she nodded.

      They started forward, shoulder to shoulder, walking straight toward the south door of the temple. There was no point in hiding, no point in trying to conceal themselves, primarily as there was nothing here that would provide any real sort of protection. No, if they were seen, they would be attacked and have fire magic rained down on them. If it came to that, he hoped his connection to his magic would be enough to carve through it.

      Nothing came.

      “It’s working,” he said.

      “I know that it’s working,” Jayell said.

      “I’m just telling myself that.”

      She pressed her lips together in a frown, and they continued moving, heading toward the temple. As they approached, the temple loomed over them, an enormous structure of all dark stone that gleamed in the faint moonlight. It looked almost black, though he had scouted it during the daytime and had seen how the stone was more of an ashy gray. It reminded him of the stone that was found in the dragon fields. Even the heat that radiated from the temple reminded him somewhat of the dragon fields.

      “This is all supposed to remind people of the dragon fields, isn’t it?”

      Jayell nodded. “I doubt the fire mages would ever admit it, but that’s the rumor. The first fire mages wanted that reminder, as if they needed some way of recalling what it was like when they once had access to the dragon fields.”

      “They still have access,” Fes whispered.

      “Only the most powerful have access. The rest of the fire mages don’t. They could approach the dragon fields, but without someone with real power with them, they weren’t able to do anything.”

      Fes stared up at the temple. He imagined windows, knowing that there were several dark glass panes along the face of the temple, though not many. No light glowed in the few that were there. “Do the trainees know?”

      “Do they know that the temple is designed to remind them of the dragon fields?”

      “Yes.”

      “I didn’t, but it wasn’t something that I asked about. I never learned until leaving, much like I never learned many things until after I left. It’s possible others knew—or do.” She raised a finger to her lips, quieting him. Her spell might mask their movements, but apparently it didn’t do anything to mask the sound of their voices.

      As they approached, different spells pulsed against Fes’s awareness. He could feel them, one after another, each of them slamming into him. As they had made their way closer, he had become increasingly aware of that power. It was something that he hadn’t paid much attention to as they were crossing the lawn toward the temple, concern about the approach and someone noticing them overriding any sense of his ability to detect magic, but now that they were in the shadows of the temple itself, Fes could feel it and was completely aware of those spells as they were utilized.

      “What is it?” she whispered.

      “It’s just…”

      His breath caught when one particularly powerful spell washed out from the temple.

      He turned, looking out over the lawn, and squeezed the hilt of his daggers. Had they been out there, that spell would have struck them.

      “There are defensive spells.”

      “No,” Jayell said. “There are fire mages who are practicing. There aren’t any—”

      Fes squeezed her arm, cutting her off. “I feel them,” he said. “There are defensive spells. There was one that would have struck us had we not crossed.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I can feel the use of magic,” he said. “And I’m certain about that.”

      Jayell clenched her jaw and turned her attention back to the temple. “Then we will have to move quickly. We don’t want someone to catch us inside the temple.”

      Fes smiled to himself. Jayell had become stronger—much stronger—than he had ever thought that she would. When he had first met her, she had been focused on helping Griffin, but experience over the last few months traveling together had demonstrated a different deep reserve to her strength. They were tied together on this mission, both of them wanting to know whether Azithan was telling them the truth, and Jayell wanting to find Griffin, a Deshazl boy she had promised to protect. Would she continue to stay with him once they answered those questions?

      She frowned at him. “What is it?” she mouthed.

      “It’s nothing.”

      She reached the door and a spell built from her, subtle but with enough strength that she sent it coursing into the lock, triggering it open.

      When he rested his hand on the door, he realized that it might not have opened without her spell. The door was tied to a fire mage, which meant that only Jayell would have been able to open it. Would he have been able to do anything to force it open?

      “I don’t know if you could,” Jayell said, almost as if reading his thoughts.

      He pushed the door closed behind him, wondering if he was sealing himself inside the temple. There were limits to what his daggers could cut through, limits to the type of spell that he could overcome. Even the sword would have limits.

      “Where now?” he asked.

      She pointed up. “The storerooms will be above us.”

      They wound through the temple, the hallway narrow as she had promised, and passed by a few closed doors. Fes could feel magic coursing out of them. Most of the spells he picked up on were powerful, some of them incredibly so. The fire mages on the other side of those doors would be formidable. He was thankful that he didn’t have to face any of them.

      Jayell continued to twist her way up the stairs, pausing every so often. Fes couldn’t tell what she did when she paused. Was she listening? He didn’t feel any magic from her, so doubted she was preparing any spells, but there seemed to be an intent behind her pausing.

      “What is it?” he asked after they topped the fifth rise.

      She placed her finger to her lips, shushing him. “I’m trying to remember,” she whispered.

      “Remember? I thought you—”

      Jayell shook her head, and Fes cut off.

      Rather than arguing, he followed her. What point would there be in arguing with Jayell, especially in the tower? They were already here and had committed themselves to this task. He didn’t know if he would be able to get out on his own. He thought that he could wind his way through the tower, but could he do so without detection?

      At least he had the advantage that he could pick up on the sense of magic being used around him. Without that, he would be in even more danger.

      Somehow, Jayell had helped them avoid detection, but he thought her ability to do so was more by chance rather than anything intentional.

      They stopped at another landing, and she turned to him, nodding.

      It would be here.

      When they had decided to break into the temple, they had done so with the belief that there would be stores of dragon relics that would be beneficial to Jayell. Fes wanted to know whether Azithan had brought the other dragon relics that he had recently acquired, those that he had claimed from the dragon fields, emptying them completely, but there was a part of him that believed Azithan.

      Then again, maybe he only wanted to believe Azithan. The fire mage had been reasonable with Fes and had treated him well, certainly better than Fes had any right to expect. And he had protected Fes from Jaken, allowing them an opportunity to escape. Had Azithan not done that, they would have been captured, and he didn’t like what would’ve happened to them then. Betraying the empire came with a price.

      Another powerful spell surged, this one somewhere below them.

      “We should hurry,” he whispered.

      “Is someone coming?”

      He focused on the sense of the fire magic but didn’t detect anything more. “Not yet, but there are enough people still awake—”

      “Many of the fire mages will practice at night,” she said. She had told him this already, and Fes shouldn’t have needed the reminder, but with his racing heart, it became difficult to focus on anything other than the sense of the magic pounding around him. It came from enough different places that there would have to be dozens of fire mages, all of them with significant power.

      If all of them converged upon Fes and Jayell, there wouldn’t be much that they would be able to do to counter the action. They would be at their mercy.

      The fire mages he’d known hadn’t had much mercy.

      The narrow hallway stretched out before Fes, and he kept himself pressed along one side, not wanting to separate from the shadows. One hand rested on the hilt of his dagger, running his finger along the smooth surface. The dragonglass soothed him, and he needed that soothing now, anything to provide him with the necessary mindset for this task. It was dangerous—far more dangerous than anything he had attempted before. And it would have been the kind of thing he would have refused to do were there any other option.

      Jayell made her way along the hallway ahead of him, her steps light and confident with the direction she was taking even though she had more at risk than him. She didn’t have any interest in returning to the fire mage temple, but she did it for him, helping him get the extra information that he wanted—no, he needed.

      She might serve the Priests of the Flame, but she once had been a fire mage and had trained here. Her dark complexion and raven black hair didn’t fit with some of the fire mages that Fes had seen but did help her to blend in. At least, as much as anyone could blend in when trying to hide while sneaking along hallways.

      When the hallway ended, she motioned for them to turn left. Fes took a breath to steady his heart, but it did nothing to steady his nerves. So far, they had managed to make their way through the temple without getting caught, but the farther they went, and the longer they were here, the less likely that would remain the case. He anticipated encountering someone at any moment.

      Doors lined this hallway, and he worried that behind any one of them, he might come across one of the fire mages. He could counter their magic, but how many of them could he counter? He didn’t have full control over his own abilities. He was working at it, trying to understand what it meant to be Deshazl and trying to understand what it meant to have a connection to dragons, but without an instructor, he was limited to fumbling along.

      Jayell paused at one of the doors and leaned into him. “I think we need to check behind this one,” she whispered.

      Her voice barely carried to him, and he squeezed the hilt of his dagger, debating whether to unsheathe it. The danger was in not being ready, rather than being overly prepared.

      When she took the handle, the door didn’t open. “It’s locked,” she whispered.

      Fes pulled his dagger free from its sheath and pressed the blade into the lock. Were it any other type of blade, he might worry about breaking it or even dulling it, but dragonglass was practically indestructible. He’d cut through countless things that any other knife would’ve failed with. It was one of the benefits of dragonglass daggers and part of the reason he prized them as much as he did.

      After working in the lock, wiggling it, the door failed to pop open.

      “You’re going to have to try,” he said.

      “I might draw attention to us.”

      “I didn’t realize they could detect another fire mage using dragon relics.”

      “Not usually. There are mages here who are far more skilled than anywhere else.”

      “You just want to see whether I can do it,” he said.

      She grinned at him. “I don’t have any doubt in your ability.”

      Fes turned his attention back to the dagger. “I do.”

      It was only his magic that he doubted. His other skills—that which involved fighting or recovering artifacts—he had practiced over the years and felt quite confident about using. Since learning of his connection to a people that had been thought long dead, Fes didn’t have that same confidence. There were times when magic didn’t work for him quite as well as he knew that it should. His magic didn’t rely on dragon relics, not the way that the fire mages did. They needed power that came from remnants stored within those ancient artifacts, power that had once burned within the dragons themselves.

      He slipped the dagger back into the lock and allowed himself to feel the seething power within him. It burned softly, deep within him, and he had discovered the key to pulling it out involved allowing himself to find the anger deep within him. It was always there, a relic of his own problems and everything that he’d lost. It coursed through him and out through the dagger.

      With a soft crack, the lock popped.

      Fes squeezed the dagger and pushed the door open. His heart was hammering now. At any moment, he expected fire mages to appear, and there was a limit to how much of an attack he could withstand. So far, Fes didn’t know the limits of his abilities, only that there had to be some. There were always limitations when it came to power.

      The room was empty.

      “Are you sure this was the right—”

      Heat built behind him and Fes spun, daggers slashing in front of him, cutting through the fire mage’s spell without even knowing what it was. It happened instinctively, lashing out at the magic to avoid it reaching him.

      The fire mage standing at the end of the hallway was an older man. His graying hair had been slicked back from his head, and bushy eyebrows sprang forth, almost alive. He held a length of bone pointed at Fes, and Fes could feel the way the spell coursed out from the bone, directed at him.

      “Go, see if it’s there,” he hissed at Jayell.

      “Are you sure you don’t need my help?”

      He shook his head, keeping his focus on the fire mage. At least it was only one. He figured he could handle one, but it was that more than one might appear that made him worry. Could this be the fire mage that he had detected sending the powerful spell?

      If he encountered a mage like that—one like Elizabeth or even Reina—Fes wasn’t sure that he would be able to handle suppressing that kind of magic. There was only so much that he could try.

      The fire mage watched him, the spell building through him one that came with considerable power. Fes had been around enough fire mages—especially recently—to know the type of spell that was coming.

      It exploded from him, a fireball coursing toward Fes, orange and red and filled with incredible power.

      He stood in front of the fireball, unmindful of how much power was coming his way. He brought his daggers up and slashed at the fireball as it exploded.

      It split off on either side of him, smashing into the stone. Debris rained around him, and the mage stared at Fes as if he were some sort of creature he’d never seen before.

      Fes didn’t give him a chance to stare for too long. He ran at the fire mage, reaching him before he had a chance to erupt with another spell, and caught him with the hilt of his daggers on the back of his neck, dropping the mage to the ground. Killing the fire mage would only bring more attacks his way.

      He turned his attention back to the empty door where Jayell had disappeared. Fes dragged the fallen fire mage with him. It wouldn’t do for someone to come across the old man lying in the middle of the hallway, and they could keep better track of him in the room and would at least be alerted if he were to wake up.

      When he reached her, she looked up, pointing a curved dragon claw at him before lowering it.

      “Is it here?” he asked.

      “I haven’t found anything,” she said. She stood in front of a row of shelves, and on the shelves were dozens upon dozens of boxes. She held one tipped toward her and resumed sorting through it. Every so often, she would stuff something into her pocket before turning her attention back to the box again.

      “It looks as if you’ve found a few things,” Fes said.

      “A few, but not nearly as many as I had expected.”

      “You’ve already said that not all these artifacts will work for you.”

      She nodded, hurriedly sorting through more of the crates. “You could look for others,” she said.

      Fes scanned the row of shelves. “I don’t even know where to start.”

      “You can start by looking the same way I am,” she said.

      This was a dangerous risk, and he should have known better than to risk themselves like this, but if they were successful, if they could find a collection of dragon relics that would work for Jayell, they would finally be able to work on the next steps in their plan.

      Fes sorted through the bins, searching for anything that he thought might come from the dragon fields, any way of detecting whether Azithan had been truthful with him. He came across nothing. The bins all held smaller relics. Many were claws or teeth, and some of them were little more than bones that had to have come from fingers. None of them contained longer bones.

      It was a wealth of relics, enough for Jayell to replenish her stores of power.

      But it wasn’t what he wanted to find.

      Fes needed to know if Azithan had been telling him the truth.

      “I don’t think this is the right storeroom,” he said.

      Jayell paused, pushing the bin she’d been looking at back into place. “If it’s not here, then I don’t know where else to look.”

      Fes looked over at the fallen fire mage. “I think we have to ask him.”
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      When the fire mage came around, Fes kept the tip of his dagger pressed into the man’s neck, avoiding drawing blood, but he wanted to keep the mage from calling out. They had separated him from all of the dragon relics he might have on him, but even that might not be enough. Proximity to the rest of these relics might be enough for him to use, though Fes didn’t know whether that was necessary or not.

      “Who are you?” the man hissed when he came around.

      Fes shook his head. “That’s not how this is going to go.”

      His eyes narrowed as he stared at Fes, and heat began to build.

      Fes pressed with more force into the man’s neck. “I can tell when you are attempting a spell,” he said. “And it would be in your best interest to avoid irritating me by trying to attack me. My hands tend to get a little slippery when I’m nervous.”

      The fire mage took a shallow breath and the heat faded.

      Fes hadn’t been sure that it was him. It could have been Jayell, and he was thankful that it hadn’t been. He needed that threat to be effective against the man, and if he believed that Fes could feel him using magic, he might be more inclined to share.

      “Now. We’re looking for a collection of relics that might have recently been acquired.”

      “Are you a fire mage?” he asked.

      “Let’s just say that I’m interested in relics,” Fes said.

      “You can’t sell them. If that’s what you’re after…”

      Did he look so much like a thief that the fire mage would immediately jump to the conclusion that he would sell the relics? Fes wouldn’t be opposed to doing so, and he certainly had experience in collecting relics that he would turn around and sell, but this mage had jumped to that conclusion.

      “Have others attempted to break in here and steal relics?”

      “You wouldn’t be the first to try. You might be the first who has a particular ability to detect magic, though I imagine that has something to do with the dragonglass dagger you are holding up to my neck.”

      “Good, I’m happy that you recognize that I’m holding a dragonglass dagger. Now. Answer the question.”

      The fire mage looked past Fes and seemed to see Jayell. His eyes narrowed as his gaze settled on her. “You were a student here.”

      Jayell didn’t move.

      “I remember you. You had some talent, but you abandoned your training. Interesting. And now you come with a thief?” He shifted his gaze so that he could look at Fes. “You are the first who was foolish enough to bring a previous mage into the temple.”

      “She’s not a previous mage.”

      “She’s not a current mage, either.”

      “If you want to continue to harass her, you certainly can, but that’s not going to change the question. I need to know if you have recently brought in a large collection of artifacts.”

      “We get relics all of the time. We are the foremost experts in dragon relics.”

      Fes grunted. “I think there would be a few Priests of the Flame who would challenge that.”

      “Priests?” the mage spat. “The priests are fools. They don’t understand the power of the dragon relics. Not nearly as much as they believe that they do.”

      “The priests have a different appreciation for them than what I’ve seen from fire mages,” Fes said. “Now. Back to the question.”

      The fire mage glared at Fes, leaning toward the dagger, forcing Fes to relax his pressure. The fire mage grinned. “See? I knew that you didn’t have any intention of really harming me. If you did, you would have done so by now.”

      “He’s not going to tell us anything,” Jayell whispered.

      “We haven’t given him enough incentive to do so,” Fes said.

      “Incentive? What do you believe that you can do that will incentivize me to share anything with you?”

      Fes reached his free hand over his shoulder and unsheathed the long dragonglass sword that he had stolen from Jaken. He rested it on his knees, and the priest glanced down at it, his eyes going wide.

      “I take it that you recognize a sword like this?”

      “You aren’t with the Dragon Guard,” the priest said.

      “No. I’m not. But I took it from one of the Dragon Guard, and someone willing to do something as foolish as that might be foolish enough to attack a fire mage. Possibly kill them. Especially if that fire mage decides to withhold information that person needs.”

      “There isn’t a market for what you seek. You can’t sell it, and even if you could—”

      Fes leaned forward, no longer pressing with the dagger but holding his hand on the sword. It wasn’t nearly as reassuring as holding onto his daggers, but there was a heft—a weight that was more than simply the mass of the blade—that he appreciated when holding on to it.

      “Why do you keep thinking I intend to sell something? You’ve seen that I come in here with a fire mage, so why would I need to unload anything I might acquire?”

      “She’s not a fire mage,” the man said.

      “We should go,” Jayell whispered.

      “Not until we figure out where they have kept the items,” Fes said.

      “What if they don’t have any?”

      He sighed, leaning back. It was possible the fire mages didn’t have anything other than what was in the storerooms. Maybe Azithan had been telling the truth, though Fes found that to be less likely. It wasn’t that he thought Azithan would lie to him—though it was possible—it was more that he had a hard time believing that Azithan had decided to keep something from the empire. If that were the case, then much of what he thought he had known and understood would be wrong.

      “What you want to do with them?” he asked her.

      “We can leave him.”

      “Not like this,” Fes said, raising his dagger and preparing to strike the fire mage.

      “We will find you,” the fire mage said. “I will understand what kind of spell you have gotten a hold of that allows you to detect fire magic being used. And I will personally make certain to hunt you down.”

      Fes stared at him. “Don’t give me a reason to kill you.”

      “I can see it in your eyes that you won’t,” the mage said.

      “You wouldn’t be the first fire mage I’ve killed.”

      And yet, he had no interest in hurting this man any more than was necessary. The threat of being followed, of being tracked down, was enough that Fes wondered if perhaps the most prudent course would be to just deal with him more definitively now. If he didn’t, then they ran the risk of having more fire mages chase them. Spending the last few months dealing with only the threat of one of the Dragon Guard and not a powerful fire mage had been a welcome reprieve.

      “Go on,” Fes said to Jayell.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “It’s best that you don’t see.”

      She glanced at the mage before nodding and heading out to stand just on the other side of the door.

      Fes glared at the fire mage. “She’s been around me enough to know that I will have no qualms in ending your life.”

      “But you don’t intend to?”

      “I haven’t decided what I intend to do,” Fes said.

      “I’ve already told you what will happen if you leave me alive,” he said.

      “I’m aware that you claim to hunt me, just as I’m aware that your ability to find me would not be nearly as impressive as what you think it would be.”

      “You’ve already shared with me enough. I know that you have attacked and stolen from one of the Dragon Guard. I don’t need to know anything more than that. You will be quite easy to find.”

      There might be a way to use this fire mage and his determination to chase Fes, but it would require that he mislead Jayell. He didn’t like the idea of doing that, but seeing as how he wasn’t entirely sure what to make of the threat of the fire mages—and the temple—he didn’t know how much he should worry.

      Fes leaned close and whispered in the fire mage’s ear, “Come find me, then.”

      He slammed the hilt of his dagger into the back of the man’s neck, and he crumpled. When he fell, Fes lightly grazed the dagger across the man’s neck, leaving a trail of faint blood.

      He stood and pulled the door open, wide enough that Jayell could see beyond him and into the room, and her jaw clenched slightly when she saw the fallen mage. Fes didn’t have to wonder whether or not she would see the trail of blood along the mage’s neck.

      “It’s done,” he said.

      She nodded, and they started out, heading back down the way they had come. At one point, Fes caught her arm, feeling a powerful spell wash over him. He did nothing to cut through it. If he did, it would draw attention to their presence.

      When they reached the bottom of the stairs, he froze. Jayell pushed up against him and leaned toward him. “What’s the—”

      She never had a chance to finish.

      Standing in front of them were three fire mages.

      Each of them held a dragon relic, and each of them had a spell building.

      Fes jammed his dagger into its sheath and reached for the sword as the first spell exploded. When it struck, he cut through it, splitting the force of it, deflecting it away from them so that the attack turned against the building itself. The other mages watched, seeming to realize that Fes was the danger, and sent separate attacks.

      He couldn’t tell what type of spell they used, only that it was powerful and it pushed against him, slamming into him with incredible force. As it did, he held his sword out, pressing it against the flow of the spell and slicing downward. The spell split in half, gliding away from them.

      Fes lunged forward and jabbed the nearest fire mage in the belly. The man crumpled. It was unlikely that he was dead; he’d seen fire mages recover from wounds that would kill anyone else. He moved on to the next fire mage. This one pointed what appeared to be a dragon fang at him, and power exploded from it.

      “Didn’t you see what I already did?” Fes asked as he slashed at the spell.

      The mage ignored him and sent another spell, quickly managing to recover from the fact that Fes didn’t struggle against his magic.

      He kicked, slamming his heel into the mage’s knee, and the man dropped to the ground. Fes turned toward the last remaining fire mage. This man stood in front of him, his palm open.

      He was the youngest of the fire mages. He couldn’t have been that much older than Fes, and he had dark hair and eyes glittering with anger. Power built within his palm. At first, Fes thought that he was building a fireball. Too late, he realized that it wasn’t a fireball. It was a dragon pearl.

      The size of the dragon pearl was easily as large as the palm of his hand. It wasn’t the largest that Fes had ever seen, but it was large enough that the power stored within the pearl would be immense. Whatever spell he might use would be difficult for Fes to carve through.

      He lowered his shoulder and lunged at the man before he was able to complete his summons to power. The dragon pearl flipped into the air, and Fes caught it before kicking off, reaching for the pearl and clasping his hand around it.

      When he stood, the fire mage grinned at him.

      “What was that about?”

      “There aren’t many who can handle a pearl that has been activated,” the mage said.

      The dragon pearl was warm, but not intolerably so. He’d felt artifacts that were hot before, and this wasn’t anything like them.

      “Fes!”

      He glanced back to see Jayell looking at the dragon pearl in his palm.

      “You have to get rid of that or—”

      The power within the pearl continued to build. He felt it pushing against him, and it was different than the magic the fire mages were able to use. This was a steady type of building power, and as it built, it pulsed into him.

      Whereas it been warm, now it was searingly hot.

      Some deep part of him reverberated, echoing in response to the spell that coursed through the dragon pearl.

      The mage watched him, and Fes jabbed forward, catching him in the belly with his sword. The man gripped the blade and fell backward, sliding off it.

      “See that they don’t move,” Fes said.

      “We should get going.” Jayell looked behind them, and her eyes started to widen. “Others will be here soon.”

      Fes could feel magic pulsing against him, though it was distant compared to what it had been. Always before, the sense of magic had come easily to him, and now as he held the dragon pearl, it suppressed that, almost as if it were overpowering his abilities.

      Or burning it off him.

      Could the pearl destroy his ability to detect fire mage magic?

      There was a time when Fes wouldn’t have cared, but having such an ability had been useful, and it had saved him, especially as they continued to encounter more and more fire mages. The idea that he might have to do so without some way of detecting their magic worried him.

      They reached the door leading into the temple and Jayell pushed on it, sending a surge of magic through it, but the door didn’t budge.

      “What is it?”

      “That’s what they were doing here,” she said, looking past him to the fallen mages. “They were sealing off the door. It’s more power than I can overcome.”

      Fes glanced back to hear the sound of footsteps thundering down the stairs. It wasn’t long before they would come face-to-face with more mages.

      Maybe he should have brought the older mage with them. Having a hostage, especially someone who might be high ranking within the mage temple, would have been valuable.

      “Let me see if this will work,” he said. He approached the door and slammed the sword into the lock. He didn’t know if it would make a difference, but the sword slid all the way through it, and the door still didn’t budge. Cutting through the lock wouldn’t be enough.

      To escape, they would need more than merely to break through the lock. They would need to find a different way. Could he cut through the door?

      Dragonglass was incredibly sharp, and he’d seen it cut through things that should not be possible, but he hadn’t tried it with the sword before.

      Fes dropped the dragon pearl and grabbed the hilt with both hands and started working it up the side of the door. It slid through the wood, and he twisted the hilt around, bringing it back, trying to make a wide enough opening they could jump through.

      Fes slammed into the cutout, and it popped free.

      He grabbed Jayell and slipped himself through the opening in the doorway.

      “Don’t leave the pearl,” she whispered.

      “Why? It’s already been activated, and I—”

      Her gaze fixed on the pearl. Had it gotten larger?

      Fes had never seen a dragon pearl do that, so it maybe it was nothing more than his imagination.

      “We have to grab it,” she said.

      Fes pushed her in front of him and reached through the opening as five mages suddenly appeared. He grabbed the dragon pearl. A spell built on the other side of the door and slammed into the space where he had been.

      He shoved the pearl into his pocket, racing after Jayell as she hurried across the lawn. Power built behind him, enough that he could feel it, but he didn’t dare take a moment to turn back to see what was happening and whether there was anything he could do to counter it. When they reached the central part of the city, they raced along the street, putting distance between the temple and where they were heading. They would need to find someplace to hide, but where?

      They hadn’t planned that far ahead. It was a mistake and one that he should have known better than to make. They should have had an escape plan in mind whereas as it was, they were content simply to have managed to get free.

      “Where now?” Jayell asked.

      “I was hoping that you might know someplace that we could go, especially as seeing how you trained here for a time,” he said.

      “There might be a place, but you already said that you don’t want anything to do with the priesthood.”

      Fes groaned. “Is this your way of getting me drawn into this?”

      “You weren’t already drawn in?”

      “Apparently, I can’t escape it, even if I want to.”

      “You don’t have to sound as if you’re disappointed.”

      They ran, and as they did, power continued to explode behind them. The fire mages were there, but they were far enough away that any time a spell came near enough to do any damage, Fes was able to turn and slash at it with the sword.

      “I’m not sure how much longer we’ll be able to keep this up,” he said.

      Even as they weaved through the street, he could hear footsteps around him and feared that they would run into fire mages with each step.

      They rounded a corner, and he and Jayell skidded to a stop. Fes held his breath, waiting for the attack he knew would come.

      The man standing across from him grinned widely. “It seems I finally caught up to you, Fezarn,” Captain Jaken said.
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      Fes shifted his feet, holding the sword out in front of him. It was Jaken’s sword—at least, it once had been. The way Jaken looked at the blade told Fes that the man intended to take it back, but it had been invaluable—sometimes incredibly so—especially when they faced fire mages.

      “When you get a chance, run,” he whispered to Jayell. He turned his attention back to Jaken, holding the sword in a ready pose. Jaken merely watched it, seemingly unfazed by the fact that Fes held a sword out in front of him and that Jaken was essentially unarmed. “You might as well head back to the palace. You’re not taking me back.”

      “Is that right?”

      “I have no intention of returning.”

      “Interesting. You had been such a faithful servant to Azithan all these years, now you would abandon that? The emperor will be disappointed to learn of your choice.” Jaken shifted his hands, keeping them outside his long crimson and gold cloak.

      Fes looked around. Conversation like this would only delay them. And he had a sense that Jaken wasn’t alone. The more time he bought, the more likely it was that fire mages would come. Enough of them would be able to overpower him.

      Fes darted forward, and Jaken slipped off to the side, moving faster than Fes could manage. He barely looked at the blade, only keeping his eyes on Fes.

      “If you lower the sword, I will make this as painless as I can for you,” Jaken said.

      “Maybe if you step off to the side, I will let you live.”

      Jaken smiled. “If you had any intention—or means—of killing me, you would have done so a while ago. Not only do I doubt your ability to kill me, I doubt that you have the necessary fortitude.”

      Fes grunted. “Your choice.” He swung the sword around and, in a fluid movement, Jaken unsheathed a sword hidden beneath his cloak, blocking Fes.

      Fes wasn’t surprised to see that Jaken would have another dragonglass sword but was disappointed in the fact that he did. Jaken would be a skilled swordsman, something that Fes decidedly was not. He had some ability that had come from years of living on the street and his training with knives and daggers, but using a sword was different.

      Jaken slipped forward, sweeping around, and Fes barely managed to counter.

      Heat exploded, and he turned, half expecting to see a fire mage coming up behind him, but it was Jayell, and she sent a spell bursting toward Jaken.

      He caught the spell with his sword and tipped it toward the ground.

      “Are you Deshazl?” Fes asked. It was the only explanation that made sense if Jaken could do some of the same things that Fes could do.

      “If only you knew,” Jaken said.

      He needed to distract Jaken long enough for Jayell to get a spell past him. He didn’t have to do anything with much skill, it only had to distract him, and preferably quickly enough that any help that Jaken might have wouldn’t arrive before they managed to complete it.

      He darted forward, putting Jaken in between them, and Fes focused, drawing up the anger from within himself. It was that anger that would grant him strength, and he called to it, filling himself.

      It was the power of the Deshazl.

      As he did, he carved toward Jaken, but the other man caught his sword. Jaken’s eyes narrowed, and he gritted his teeth.

      “Perhaps you are more formidable than I give you credit for,” Jaken said.

      He spun, twisting with such fluid grace that Fes had a hard time keeping up. He dropped, sweeping his leg around, kicking Jaken in the back of his leg.

      The other man tilted, his hands flailing for a moment.

      “Now!”

      A spell exploded, striking Jaken in the back, and he went staggering forward.

      Fes scrambled to his feet, grabbed Jayell’s hand, and went running. He paused near Jaken and scooped his dragonglass sword off the ground, kicking him in the side for good measure. Then they went streaking into the city.

      Fes slipped Jaken’s sword into the sheath at his back.

      “Do you really need another one?”

      “I don’t need another one, but it upsets him that I have it, so I thought it would be fun to take another one from him.”

      “You can’t carry this many weapons,” she said.

      “You don’t know how many weapons I can carry.”

      And there was a possibility that having a second dragonglass blade might be even more beneficial when he faced off with fire mages. If one was good, why couldn’t two be better?

      They weaved through the streets and Fes directed them away from the sense of fire magic exploding behind him. It continued to propel them forward.

      Fes came to a stop. “Dammit,” he whispered.

      “What is it?”

      He looked behind him. The sense of fire magic exploding behind him served almost to propel him, but why would there be such a flurry of spells? How many fire mages could there really be out in the city chasing them? Certainly not as many as what he was detecting.

      Which meant that they were driving him in a particular direction.

      “Jaken must’ve told them I can detect when fire magic is used,” he said.

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Would fire mages use spells without a target?”

      “No. It would waste the potential stored within the dragon relic, and those are cherished. Considering how difficult it was for us to go in and secure these relics, any are valuable.”

      “So the fact that I continue to detect spells exploding out there, heading this way is unlikely unless they had something they were using them on.”

      “Or they know that you can detect it.”

      “Right. But why would they push us this way?”

      Jayell shook her head. “I don’t know why, but it’s the opposite direction that we need to go.”

      “Your priests are the other way?”

      Jayell pointed.

      As Fes followed the direction she pointed, he saw a series of rolling hills on the other side of the city. Not mountains. There weren’t mountains until much farther north, but these were noticeable hills that rolled away from the city, almost as if attempting to conceal the presence of the fire mage temple.

      They needed to find a place to lay low and hide until this blew over, but if they had fire mages coming up behind them, and Dragon Guard in the city working with Jaken, he wasn’t entirely sure how they would get out, short of going the very direction that the fire mages seemed to want them to go.

      Fes hated taking direction like that.

      He turned, heading back into the city the way they came and heading toward the exploding sense of fire magic.

      “Fes?”

      “If they don’t want us to go that way, then I think that is exactly the way that we need to go. And if the priests you know that might be able to help us are this way, then I don’t think we have much choice.”

      “What if we run into more fire mages?”

      He patted the hilt of the sword that he’d stolen from Jaken. “Now I’m twice as dangerous.”

      “You barely know how to fight with one.”

      “Hey!”

      “I’ve seen you with your daggers. You’re deadly with those, but the sword?”

      “I managed to stop Jaken.”

      “That was me.”

      “Fine. I managed to distract Jaken.” The sense of fire magic continued to build all around him, and it was sweeping toward him. He resisted the urge to cut through it. He suspected that was what they wanted, though if he cut through it, maybe he could figure out where it was coming from. Right now, the sense of fire magic was directionless. It spread out all around him, but he had no sense of where it was coming from. It was similar to the way that the sense of the fire magic had flowed over him when he had approached the temple. That also had been directionless.

      “Can they detect you using magic?”

      “I thought they would,” Jayell said.

      “What if you use one of the artifacts that we took today?”

      “It’s not the artifact that makes a difference. It’s the person using the magic. Each of us learns a unique sort of style. Power comes out of us differently.”

      “You have a different signature than the other fire mages?”

      She nodded. “It’s different enough that those with the ability to detect magic being used would recognize that I wasn’t one of them. Besides, I don’t have the same finesse most of them can manage.”

      “I still think you aren’t giving yourself enough credit.”

      “The fire mages study and use their magic constantly, especially here, where they have an endless supply of dragon relics. I haven’t dared experiment with my connection to it.”

      “Eventually the relics will run out,” Fes said. “Why would they be so willing to use them like that?”

      “How many dragons do you think once lived?”

      Fes frowned, pushing against the sense of the fire magic. It was almost a barrier, though he’d experienced barriers before that he couldn’t move through. This didn’t do anything to confine him. Then again, maybe it only would attempt to restrict him if he resisted. The fact that he was simply trying to walk through it, not trying to cut through it with the dragonglass sword might be what allowed him to continue to move.

      “I don’t know. A hundred?” He tried to think of how many different dragons could have been in the dragon fields. When he’d been there, there had probably been ten, maybe double but certainly no more than that, remains scattered throughout. Most of those remains had been enormous, the remnants from wings and spines, but surprisingly no skulls.

      “The scholars in the temple believe that there had been thousands.”

      “Thousands?” he asked, turning to her.

      “Thousands,” she repeated. “And we have collected bones from several hundred different dragons, but there are many more that we haven’t collected from.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “The dragons didn’t only die in the dragon plains.”

      “I thought that was where they went to die.”

      “Most believe that, but each year there are caravans of fire mages that leave the empire, and they always come back with more relics. Because of that, the scholars believe that the number of dragons was many more than what rumors would have us believe.”

      “How did the empire manage to kill so many dragons?”

      “The empire learned how to kill them,” she said.

      If there really were that many different dragons, then perhaps there was an endless supply of magic. If that were the case, would there be any point in attempting to resist? If they had access to so many different relics, and the fire mages had a limitless supply of power, was there anything that he could do to oppose them?

      Fes halted.

      When had it become about opposing them?

      That wasn’t what Fes wanted to do. He wanted to stay neutral. He wanted to make money, enough to get out of the empire, and disappear. And now… now he still wanted to earn enough to escape.

      Jayell pulled on his sleeve. Power exploded around them, and he nodded, continuing to lead them through it.

      “Can you feel any of this?” Fes asked.

      “I can sense the stirring of power, but not much more than that,” she said.

      “It’s impressive,” Fes said.

      “Some of the spells higher level mages are able to use are amazing. They are fire mages who have known that magic their entire lives. Those who stay in the temple have access to resources that others do not. They are the empire’s most powerful weapon.”

      Weapon was an appropriate term, especially when it came to the way that the fire mages were used. Because of the fire mages, the empire had maintained its power over the years and continued to expand it until it swallowed nearly the entire continent. Only the people of Toulen remained near enough to the empire that they could pose a threat, though they had established a tenuous peace that prevented anything more.

      “What should we—”

      Her eyes widened, and Fes spun, turning to see a pair of Dragon Guards approaching. Both men eyed the dragonglass blade Fes carried. He didn’t give them a chance and lunged forward, already trying to reach that source of anger that seethed within him.

      He reached the first guard before he’d managed to unsheathe his own sword, and jabbed him in the shoulder, spinning around and catching him on the other arm. The man grunted, and one of Jayell’s spells struck him in the chest, knocking him back.

      Turning to the other man, Fes noted that he carried a simple steel blade. Not all of the Dragon Guard were armed with dragonglass. That was important somehow, though he didn’t quite know why.

      This man was skilled, and he darted toward Fes, sweeping his sword in a short arc that was almost more than what Fes could defend. He stepped back, holding up the sword to deflect the next attack and trying to calculate what he needed to do to avoid the soldier.

      While he was contemplating, Jayell slammed a spell into him, and he went flying back to land in a heap along the side of the street.

      “Now that you have a supply of relics, you’re useful.”

      She frowned at him. “Now I’m useful?”

      “Before you were mostly a burden.”

      She pointed the dragon claw at him and a spell built.

      It exploded, streaking over him.

      Fes turned and saw a third Dragon Guard that he hadn’t observed lying crumpled on the street.

      He’d missed that one, though Jayell hadn’t. He needed to be careful.

      “Will they have detected your use of magic?”

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      “Then we should keep going,” Fes said.

      They made their way along the side streets, with Jayell leading. She seemed to know generally where she was going, though every so often she would pause and look along intersecting streets, almost as if trying to determine which way she needed to go. When they continued forward, she frowned.

      “You don’t know how to find it from here?” he asked.

      “I can find it,” she said. “It’s just…”

      They turned a corner and came face-to-face with a fire mage. Dressed in a dark robe, she was carrying a length of dragon bone, holding it down at her side, heat building from it. The fact that he had noticed countless spells slamming against his awareness had prevented Fes from detecting her before now.

      Maybe that was their intent as much as anything. Maybe they wanted to overwhelm his ability to pick up on individual fire mages by distracting him.

      Jayell pointed her dragon claw at the fire mage and sent an explosion at her.

      The other mage caught the explosion with the length of bone, holding on to it, and a dark smile crossed her face. “You haven’t learned much in your time away.”

      She started to form a fireball and Fes jumped in front of Jayell, preventing the fire mage from striking her. As the fireball formed in her hand, he slashed at it with the sword, cutting through the spell and crashing into the fire mage. She stumbled back, falling to the stones and dropping the length of bone.

      “You won’t escape,” she said.

      “I’ll take my chance,” Fes said and pulled his foot back as if to kick her, but Jayell got there first and sent an explosion under her, knocking the fire mage back.

      “I’ve never liked her,” she said.

      “You knew her?”

      “We were embers together. She was promoted quickly. She liked to make sure that I knew it.”

      Jayell began to sort through the woman’s belongings, and Fes watched, frowning. The fire mage carried a large leather satchel strapped to her waist. Jayell dipped her hand in, pulling out one item after another.

      “I didn’t expect her to be so well stocked,” she said.

      As he watched, she continued to search through the other woman’s belongings and removed a few dragon artifacts. Most of them were smaller. Several dragon claws. What appeared to be a tooth. A length of bone—though this was longer than the others. Lastly, she pulled out a small dragon pearl.

      Her eyes widened as she looked at it. Like the one Fes had taken off the fire mage in the temple, this was large, nearly the size of the palm of her hand, and it had streaks of yellow running through it, dark enough that Fes could see them even at night.

      “Go ahead, put in your pocket.”

      Jayell looked over at him. “She shouldn’t have something like this,” she said.

      “Why not?”

      “The dragon pearls have been restricted.”

      “The fire mage we encountered earlier had one.”

      “He would have had to have been a second degree or higher.”

      “You don’t think that she’s a second degree?”

      Jayell stared at the fallen fire mage. Her chest rose and fell, but she didn’t stir. “Progressing from first degree to the second degree is difficult. It’s even more difficult than passing from an ember to the first degree.”

      She continued to search through the other woman’s belongings, pocketing any dragon artifacts that she found. When she was done, she started to stand before hesitating and reaching her hand back into the satchel.

      “What’s that?” Fes asked, eyeing the book that Jayell had grabbed.

      “It would be her ledger,” she said.

      “Ledger?”

      Jayell nodded, quickly flipping through the pages. “This… This will be helpful.”

      “Because she’s higher ranking than you?”

      Jayell looked over. “Because she’s continued to study here. She has instruction that I never received. With this, I might be able to figure out some of the things that have eluded me.”

      “You seem to be doing pretty well.”

      “Most of the things that I’ve been able to do have involved explosive type of spells,” she said. She grabbed Fes by the arm and started off down the street. “Anything with more intricacies has been beyond me. Think about the barrier that held you when we first came across you.”

      “I remember it.” Elizabeth had confined him, trapping him with a spell, making it so that he couldn’t move at all. If nothing else, he wanted to get stronger with his connection to his Deshazl side so that didn’t happen to him again.

      “I can’t do anything quite like that. Maybe in time, I’ll be able to, but right now my power is restricted to explosive types of magic.”

      That made sense. Fes had seen other fire mages performing their magic, and those with more power and experience had been able to do things that he hadn’t seen from Jayell. Some of those mages could create fireballs, destructive forces that Fes was lucky he was able to overcome. Others had different abilities, such as Elizabeth and her capacity to hold a barrier spell.

      They raced along the streets, thankfully not seeing any more fire mages or members of the Dragon Guard, though Fes didn’t stop searching for signs of them. With each new intersecting street, he worried they would come across someone else, and he remained ready, prepared for the possibility that someone might surprise them. Thankfully there hadn’t been anyone.

      Heat continued to press upon him, the power of the fire mages pulsing around him. It was an impressive amount of spell work and more than he’d ever detected in any one place, even more than what he’d faced when in the dragon plains. There it had only been a single fire mage, though powerful. Here, he worried there would be countless others like Reina, each of them equally powerful.

      The edge of the city loomed into view, and gentle hills rose up behind. Jayell picked up her pace, walking with a hurried and determined step as they made their way to the edge of the city. Not much further, and he thought that they might finally be able to get to safety. Could this crazy plan actually succeed?

      It had been dangerous from the beginning, and it was one that he had hesitated attempting, but they needed more artifacts. Without trying, they ran the risk of being overpowered by other fire mages, the rebellion, or even the Dragon Guard. Even with their attempt, it was still possible that they would not have enough strength.

      “Fes,” Jayell said, tapping his arm.

      He turned and noticed a pair of fire mages approaching from the shadows of a building. They carried something together, a length of bone that was much larger than any Fes had seen before.

      “What is that?” he whispered.

      “Oh. No. We need to—”

      The heat and power that built from the massive bone were more than Fes expected. It built rapidly, growing so quickly that he barely had time to react. He positioned himself in front of Jayell, one sword unsheathed, and slashed at the spell as it exploded toward them.

      He’d wondered how the fire mages had managed such powerful spells and how they had been able to continually use power, thinking that they would eventually run out of dragon relics to do so. Seeing this demonstration, the way the fire mages were able to use an enormous length of bone, answered that question.

      The spell exploded around him, splitting on either side of the sword, but it was much more potent than any other spell he had attempted to divert, and even though he managed to avoid getting caught by its power, Jayell’s gasp told him that she had not been.

      Fes didn’t have an opportunity to look down to see what had happened to her. He didn’t trust himself to do so, not with these two fire mages stalking toward him, both of them still holding onto the enormous bone.

      He charged forward, keeping an eye on the fire mages who worked together to point the length of bone at him. Power began to build, almost more than he could fathom. The spell they would unleash would be nearly rival what Reina had managed when he had faced her out on the dragon plain.

      Fes reached for the other sword.

      The spell exploded.

      He crossed the blades, doing the same as he once had done with his daggers. Managing it with two dragonglass swords wasn’t nearly as easy, but he’d used the sword enough that he had experience controlling it.

      The spell slammed into the crossed swords and Fes was nearly thrown back. He anchored himself, planting his feet so that he didn’t get driven away, and pushed against the effect of the spell. For a moment, he feared he wouldn’t be strong enough, even anchored as he now was, but the power from the spell began to fade, his ability to withstand it improving as he kept the swords crossed in front of him. He slashed out with them and forced the spell back upon the fire mages.

      The look of surprise on the nearest fire mage’s face would have been rewarding had Fes not feared that he still hadn’t been fast enough.

      Both men collapsed, and he turned back to Jayell.

      But she was gone.

      He swore under his breath.

      She wouldn’t disappear. She was strong enough that she didn’t run from a fight.

      That left a more dangerous possibility: Capture.

      He looked around, searching for signs of whoever else might have gotten to her, but there wasn’t anyone. He saw no sign of Dragon Guards, and he saw no sign of any other fire mages. The street was empty.

      Something slammed into his back, and he spun, realizing that he’d lingered too long. The fire mage they’d disarmed and confiscated items from pointed a small dragon bone at him, and her eyes widened when Fes didn’t fall. He slashed at her, thinking that he could swipe away the magic she demonstrated, but his slashing did nothing.

      There were other fire mages.

      Almost too late, he realized that he was surrounded. He spun, looking for the easiest way out, and found only a single fire mage—and two Dragon Guards—blocking one of the streets. The other ways out had far more mages preventing his movement.

      He raced toward the fire mage, ignoring the Dragon Guards for now. He needed to cut down any attempt at a spell before they attacked him again. When he reached this fire mage, he stabbed her in the belly and spun, swatting at one of the other Dragon Guards with one sword, flinging his arm out to catch the other. They tumbled back, and he raced forward.

      The road led out of the city. It was the direction that he and Jayell had intended to go, but he didn’t know where to find the priests that she sought. Fes hazarded a glance back, wanting nothing more than to see what might’ve befallen Jayell, but the line of fire mages behind him forced his attention in front of him.

      Escape first, then he could focus on figuring out what had happened to her.

      Fes ran. Every so often, he would feel the effect of a spell exploding behind him, but he ignored it as he continued to race onward, needing to get out of the city and beyond the fire mages’ reach.

      He reached the rolling hills and continued running, making it to the peak of the nearest hill, looking back to see nearly one hundred people following him. How many of them would be fire mages? How many would be Dragon Guards?

      Attempting this had been a mistake. And because of it, he’d lost Jayell. He’d lost the one person who had helped him so far. And they’d lost the artifacts that they had stolen from the fire mages.

      He dropped low, studying the scene before him. As he did, he tried to take stock of what he saw down below. Dozens of powerful people. Enough that he had been lucky to escape.

      In the midst of it, he saw Jayell. She stared up into the darkness, searching for him. Five fire mages surrounded her, and Jaken stood near her.

      Fes gritted his teeth. Rage boiled up within him, almost enough to send him forward, consequences be damned.

      No. He couldn’t help her if he were dead.

      Could the rebellion help? He didn’t want to have to go to them, not with something like this, and not after what he’d done. If he reached Alison, it was possible that she would help regardless, though it was equally possible that she would be angry with him over his deception.

      The priests. That was the better possibility, and it was one that would be less likely to end with a fight. He didn’t want to battle with Alison as he wasn’t sure whether she would even be willing to help.

      Fes crept backward, fading behind the line of the hills, retreating, hating that he had to leave Jayell behind but knowing there wasn’t any other choice.
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      How long had he been wandering?

      It had to have been hours, but he still hadn’t seen any sign of the priests that Jayell was convinced would be out here. Perhaps they weren’t, and it was a mistake to believe they would be.

      He couldn’t lose hope. The moment he did was the moment that Jayell was lost, and with everything that she’d gone through, he didn’t want to be the reason that she was.

      Worse, he could easily imagine the type of questions they would be asking her. They would want to know about him and how much he had learned about Deshazl magic. There was only so much that a person could resist, and Fes didn’t harbor any illusions about her ability to withstand torment from fire mages or Dragon Guards.

      Would they even let her live?

      That had been the question he tried to ignore, but it would be possible that they would kill her simply because of what they had done.

      No. Jaken wouldn’t kill her, would he? He would leave her alive, wanting to use her to get to Fes. It was what he would have done.

      To the west, the sky began to lighten. He rubbed his eyes. It couldn’t be that early yet, could it?

      He had yet to come across anything suggesting the priests were even out here. Finding priests seemed beyond what he would expect, regardless of what Jayell had claimed. If there were priests anywhere here, he should have found them by now.

      He continued to the west, moving quickly. There hadn’t been any sign of fire mages riding behind him, and no Dragon Guards, but they would come. Fes was certain that eventually they would come after him.

      As he neared the light in the distance, he crept over the next hilltop more slowly. Crouching low, shifting the sword strapped to his back along with the one he was forced to carry, he kept himself low. Jayell had been right. Having an extra sword was nothing more than a burden. It might’ve helped him in the city, but it hadn’t made a difference. She’d still been lost.

      Fes had expected to see people camping. With the hills, anyone camping here would be reasonably well concealed, so he wasn’t surprised when he came across people out here, but he was surprised by the number of people.

      There had to be nearly a hundred, maybe more than that.

      He stayed in place, watching. There didn’t appear to be a scout, something that any military camp would likely have, though from what he could tell, none of the people camped down in the valley had weapons, either. Had he come across the priests?

      It seemed an odd place to find them, and what Jayell had suggested seemed something more permanent rather than a roving band of travelers, so he doubted that was what this was. None of them wore the colors of the Empire, either. He was thankful for that.

      Fes rested his head on his hands as he watched, willing to wait. It was possible that whoever these people were could help him, but he needed to know more before he risked exposing himself.

      It gave him a chance to reflect.

      Only a short while ago, he had essentially served the empire. Searching for items on behalf of Azithan had made him a servant of the empire, and it was his choice to have gone off and helped the rebellion. Fes told himself it was about money and the dragon heart, but it was just as much about Alison and her needs. Had it been anyone else with him, he likely would’ve turned back the first time they encountered a fire mage.

      And then when he had come across her again, he had betrayed her.

      Fes hated that he had, but there hadn’t been much of a choice. He disagreed with what the rebellion was trying to do. Alison was just a part of it, though she had been a part of it by choice.

      And now? Now he was somehow a traitor to the empire as well as to the rebellion.

      It left him isolated, but maybe that wasn’t so bad. Hadn’t he always done well alone? Then again, he had enjoyed feeling as if he had a place—a home. His home in the city was gone, lost to him the moment that he had gone against the Dragon Guard. Attacking one of the Dragon Guard was akin to attacking the emperor himself.

      Not that Fes thought he could actually attack the emperor. He might have some connection to Deshazl magic, but he barely knew how to use it, and the emperor was rumored to be one of the most powerful fire mages alive, likely with a collection of dragon relics so extensive that Fes would never get close to him.

      Movement down in the camp caught his attention.

      As Fes watched, a pair of people headed away from the campsite. They wound through the valley, heading around the hills to the east. From Fes’s vantage, he could tell that hill would eventually lead back in his direction—and back toward the city.

      Had he read this wrong? Could they be a part of the city?

      Backing away from the peak of the hill, Fes crouched down and began to make his way toward where these others would appear. He could watch.

      Maybe he would find something valuable.

      The number of travelers bothered him. If it were a smaller band, he could envision them as nothing more than merchants, or even simple travelers. In the months since he had abandoned the capital, he had come across dozens of such travelers. Numbers like this were unusual.

      He had encountered something like this before, though these people didn’t strike him as the rebellion. Why would the rebellion be so close to the fire mage temple?

      Maybe the same reason that he had been so close to the fire mage temple.

      The rebellion valued the dragon relics the same way that the empire did, though they revered them, taking the priests’ value of the bones as their own. Though not all of them. The rebellion was happy to use the relics, something that he hadn’t found to be the case with most of the priests.

      Fes kept himself low, monitoring the sweep of hills, and almost jumped when the pair appeared below him. He needed to be more careful. He knew they were there and were coming in his direction, but he’d still been startled.

      Dropping to the ground, he stayed in place. If he were lucky, they would head right at him, and he would have the opportunity to hear what they might be saying.

      They passed barely a hundred feet in front of him. Had they been looking, he wondered if they might see him, but they weren’t looking for someone lying on the ground, and with his dark cloak, he was shielded.

      They were quiet as they walked. Any hope he had of overhearing what they might be saying was lost.

      He could follow them, but they were making their way in the direction he had just come from, and he didn’t want to return until he had some way of helping Jayell.

      Fes decided to return to his perch on the top of the hill where he could watch the campsite. Morning was coming, and he would be able to see more and perhaps get a sense of which direction people would be heading. Maybe they all would be making their way back toward the city with the fire mage temple. If that were the case, then Fes would be lucky to have avoided their attention.

      As he reached the peak of the hill, dropping back to the ground and looking down at the campsite to see that nothing had changed, he rested his head on his hands.

      When something poked his back, he gasped.

      “Who are you?”

      It was a low voice, barely more than a whisper.

      “Nothing but a tired traveler,” Fes said.

      “You aren’t armed like a traveler.”

      Fes wanted to roll over to see what he might be dealing with but hesitated. It was possible there was more than one person. If it were only a single man, he would be able to escape without hurting someone, but even taking on one person might draw the attention of the camp down below.

      “The road is dangerous these days, so it’s only prudent to be prepared.”

      “You traveled alone?”

      What was the right answer here? If he admitted that he was alone, he could envision this man taking advantage of it, attacking him. If he lied and claimed others were with him, he might be dealt with differently, but it was no less risky. “I’m alone.”

      That answer at least explained the number of weapons he had on him.

      “Stand up,” the voice said.

      Fes got to his knees and stood. He turned slowly… carefully… before coming face to face with three people standing atop the hill. The lead man carried a pointed stick. He was older than the others, probably in his forties, and held tightly onto the stick, as if to battle Fes. The others were closer to Fes’s age, and they watched him, their eyes narrowed and nervous.

      “Are you with the camp down below?” Fes asked.

      “What does it matter to you?” the lead man asked.

      “Curiosity, that’s all. I haven’t seen people traveling in such numbers that weren’t with the empire,” he said.

      “We support the empire.”

      “That’s not what I was implying.”

      “No. You were implying that only the empire and the rebellion would travel in such numbers.”

      Fes smiled to himself. That had been something like what he had implied, but he hadn’t wanted to say it. They weren’t rebellion, though he hadn’t figured they were. The rebellion tended to be better armed than these people were. Most of the rebellion carried something more dangerous than a sharpened stick.

      “Where are you traveling?”

      “There are only a few places along this way we can go.”

      That meant they were traveling to the city. Fes looked back, noticing how many children were in the camp below. He hadn’t paid any attention to that before, trying to figure out whether it was soldiers or rebellion, but it was neither.

      “What happened?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      Fes looked back at the man. He noticed weariness creasing the corners of his eyes, and he saw the sadness in the other two with him. They’d been through something. Fes had seen that expression before. It was the same type of expression he’d worn after losing his family, and then again with his brother.

      “What happened?”

      “Our village was attacked,” the man said.

      “Attacked?”

      That didn’t strike him as anything that the rebellion had done. They were more interested in dealing with the empire rather than attacking villages. At least, that had been his experience.

      Could that have been wrong? Could the rebellion have attacked the village? Considering the number of children down in that campsite, it would anger him if that were true.

      Fes had tried to remain neutral, not wanting to get involved with the rebellion or the plotting of the empire, but it was almost as if they were trying to draw him in.

      “Several dozen soldiers attacked our village. They looted, and then before leaving, they burned the rest. They were powerful soldiers, and even a few of our people who had once served in the army had not faced anything like that before.”

      “Were there any fire mages?”

      The man shook his head. “No fire mages, but that didn’t even matter. As it was, we lost everything.”

      That definitely wasn’t the rebellion. Fes wasn’t sure what it had been, but the rebellion wouldn’t attack a village like that, and they certainly wouldn’t burn it. They wanted to separate the empire from power, but that was it.

      “Where was your village?”

      “Salina is on the coast. A fishing village. Nothing that deserved an attack like that.”

      “How is it that you all escaped?”

      “Most of us ran during the attack. They didn’t seem interested in harming us. They wanted the wealth of our village—which wasn’t much. When they were done, they burned everything.”

      The younger woman with the man was the one who spoke. Her voice was soft, strained, and Fes could hear the pain in her voice.

      “And you’re coming this way for protection.”

      They nodded. It made sense, and he wasn’t going to be the one to tell them that they couldn’t find protection in the city. For all he knew, the fire mages would be willing to offer their assistance. With the Dragon Guard there, it was possible that there would be safety.

      “What are you doing traveling through here?” the man asked, jabbing at him with his stick.

      Fes ignored the stick. The man—and his makeshift weapon—weren’t any sort of threat.

      “I’m looking for help for a friend,” he said.

      “What kind of help?”

      Fes looked back down at the campsite. Daylight began to break, and it wouldn’t be long before it was fully light. As they stood there, he noticed movement off to the east, back in the direction from which he’d come. He didn’t need the sudden pressure of heat building on him to tell him what that heat came from.

      “You might need to be careful. There’s something more going on than only your village getting destroyed,” Fes said. It wasn’t much of a warning, but anything more than that would potentially reveal his role.

      “We’ve come this way for the protection of the empire. We’ve always been told that if there was a need, all we had to do was seek out the emperor’s servants and we would be offered that help.”

      Fes resisted the urge to laugh. Instead, he just nodded. “I hope that you find the protection you seek.”

      “What about you?” the man asked.

      “Like I said, I’m going to find help for a friend.”

      He started off along the hilltop, no longer concerned about others down in the camp seeing him. He didn’t worry about this man stopping him. A man like that wasn’t accustomed to fighting. He was a fisherman, which explained the spear.

      Fatigue began to wear on him. How much longer would he be able to maintain this pace? He needed to find the priests Jayell had known about, but he hadn’t seen any sign of a temple, and certainly nothing that would explain where she had been leading him.

      He paused, turning back toward them. “Have you passed any Priests of the Flame?”

      The man’s brow furrowed. “You’re a follower of the flame?”

      Fes hesitated. It was possible that saying he was might anger this man. Some within the empire despised the Priests of the Flame while others followed them, believing the same as the priests that the dragons could someday return and that the priests were crucial for that.

      “I’m just looking for help for a friend,” he said.

      The man glanced at his two companions before looking back at Fes. “There is a small temple about a day from here.”

      “A temple?”

      “It’s not much of a temple. The Priests of the Flame rarely risk that sort of exposure, but you will find several of the priests there.”

      “Thank you for your help,” Fes said. “Be careful. I think soldiers are coming this way.”

      The man frowned. “Soldiers? Why would there be soldiers?”

      Fes just gave a tight smile. “Be careful.”

      He continued along the hilltop, weaving around and away from the campsite. One hundred people was a large village, and he wondered what had happened. He had been out of the capital long enough that he wasn’t privy to the same rumors that he once had been, but he didn’t think that anyone would be foolish enough to attack holdings of the empire, even coastal ones where they might be far removed from the capital and the seat of the empire’s power.

      Maybe it was the rebellion. What did he really know about what they might do? Their real goals remained a mystery. If only Alison had shared. But she hadn’t, keeping it to herself.

      Fes pushed those questions away. He focused instead on what he needed to do to help Jayell. Find the priests, and then find some way of reaching her.

      Would it be enough?

      That was the thought that bothered him the most. It was possible that anything he might attempt wouldn’t be enough to help her. It was possible that her capture would be permanent. And considering the way she had reacted when they came across the few fire mages, he didn’t like what might become of it. She had been afraid. Jayell had escaped the temple and the fire mages, turning to the priesthood, and he didn’t like that he might be responsible for her getting drawn back into something that she had wanted only to avoid.

      When he circled around the camp, he paused to watch. As dawn broke, the camp roused, and people began to make their way east, heading toward the city and the fire mages. They would run directly into those pursuing Fes. Would that matter?

      He lost track of time as he watched them, even drifting off briefly before dragging himself back to his feet after the party had long since disappeared. The evening had come on, and he turned his attention to the west and started off, heading toward the priests, and the temple the man had claimed was out there.

      With each step, Fes couldn’t help but feel as if he were retreating farther and farther away from where he needed to be. He couldn’t shake the sense that he was abandoning Jayell when she needed him most.
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      When Fes caught sight of the village in the distance, he wondered if he had made a wrong turn. Wasn’t he supposed to come across a temple first? It seemed to be what the traveler had implied, but there was no sign of a temple here. There was only a small village. Most of the buildings were plain, simple, squat single-story buildings that suggested a utilitarian lifestyle. The land wrapping around him was relatively flat, and several sections appeared to be farmed. What other industry might a village like this have?

      They weren’t near a river, not as some of the villages he’d come across were, most of them using the river to maintain a mill. There weren’t very many trees around. Nothing but farmland.

      It was an unusual location for a village. Then again, perhaps that was the point. Maybe the people living in this village didn’t want to attract attention.

      Fes approached carefully. It was near dusk, and so far, he hadn’t seen anyone moving. He’d been left alone on the road into the village, which left him wondering whether there was something he had overlooked. Maybe there had been an attack here, the same as there had been in the coastal village. If so, what had come this way? What was attacking?

      No. Had there been an attack like the one that had claimed the other village near the sea, he would’ve expected to have found burned-out husks of buildings, and there was nothing like that here.

      He reached the outer edge. As he did, he realized there weren’t any lights glowing in any of the windows. Nothing that spoke of life here. It was almost as if the village had been abandoned.

      He took a deep breath, expecting a stale odor or one of rot, but noticed a freshness in the air, and mixed with it was the smell of grain and breads and food.

      This wasn’t an abandoned place. Whatever else it was, there was life here.

      He only had to find it.

      With each step, he was painfully aware of the way his boots crunched on the ground. It was late in the season, and there had been no rain for days, something Fes had been thankful for, especially as he had been traveling. But then, sometimes having rain allowed him to know whether he was alone on the road, something that might be valuable now.

      Another few steps, his boots crunching, his heart pounding far too loudly. Why should an abandoned village make him uncomfortable?

      He’d been to abandoned villages before and had seen places where the people had departed, fearing for their safety or running out of whatever it was that had brought life to the village in the first place. This didn’t have that same air.

      No. This was more like…

      He was being watched.

      Fes paused, turning around to see whether he could find anyone watching him. The way into the village had been open, and he would have been exposed, so anyone coming through here would not be surprised to see him approach.

      He turned again, and now in the middle of the village, five people were standing, watching him. An older woman stood at the front, graying hair curled, a gold necklace hanging between her breasts. Pale gray eyes watched him, appraising him.

      Fes resisted the urge to shiver.

      Two men stepped forward, flanking the woman. One of the men had dark black hair, and he gripped a sword, though it appeared blunted, dulled. How old would that weapon be? “Who are you?” the man asked, squeezing the hilt of his sword.

      Fes smiled to himself. They wanted to appear threatening, but instead, they looked scared, nothing more than that. He looked at the older woman. She was the one who would be in charge. “Is this how you greet all your visitors?”

      The woman eyed him, and a faint smile curled her lips. “We don’t get many visitors here.”

      “I can see why. If everyone is greeted in this way, I can’t imagine that you have too many people wanting to come and spend time here.”

      “What are you doing here?” the man asked again. He took another step toward Fes, the chipped sword catching the fading sunlight.

      “Just passing through. Nothing more than that.”

      “If you were just passing through, you wouldn’t be armed the way that you are.”

      Fes looked down at the sword. He’d created a makeshift sheath for it so that he didn’t have to carry it. The other was strapped to his back.

      “Traveling can be dangerous,” Fes said.

      “Not so dangerous that someone needs to come armed like that,” the man said.

      Fes looked around. Others had appeared; buildings that he had suspected were empty had not been. How long had they known he was coming?

      And knowing that he was coming, why had they hidden? What were they afraid of?

      “Where am I?”

      “You are where you should not have come,” the man said.

      This was a strange reception, even more curious than he would have expected, knowing there had been the attack on the fisherman’s village. Had these people experienced something similar? Were they treating him like this because they were afraid? Or was there more to it?

      “I can go,” Fes said. “I was only looking for Priests of the Flame.”

      The man started to open his mouth, but the older woman caught his arm and stepped forward. It was a risk on his part admitting that he came in search of Priests of the Flame. It was possible these people were the kind of devout followers of the empire who would be angered by that, but it was also possible that he had found the Priests of the Flame, even if they were nothing like other priests he’d met. Serving the Path of the Flame was dangerous, perhaps even more so this close to the power of the fire mages.

      “Why do you search for Priests of the Flame?” she asked. Her voice was strong and carried to him, and there was an undercurrent of something in it that Fes couldn’t quite place. Was it heat? No. He didn’t think that he detected any fire mage magic, though it was possible for the priests to use that kind of magic, especially as he had seen it from Jayell. She might not be the only previous fire mage who now followed the Path of the Flame.

      “Someone I care about needs help,” he said. “She thought there would be priests found nearby, but…” He held the woman’s gaze before looking to the others with her. “I haven’t found the help I was expecting where I was expecting it.”

      “Where were you expecting to find it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The old lady cocked her head, and then she started laughing. “How is it that you would find help if you don’t know where it is to be found?”

      “She was with me but was captured,” Fes said. Why was he admitting so much to her? He felt compelled to answer… Almost the same as he did when he was around Azithan. He gripped the hilt of one of his daggers, running his hand along it. Holding onto the dagger allowed him to twist it slightly, just enough that he could try to cut through any magic that might be used on him. He wasn’t certain that was what was happening, but it was a reasonable explanation, especially considering how he felt drawn to share much more than he wanted to.

      “You said she was captured,” the woman prompted.

      “She was captured,” Fes said, squeezing the dagger. It helped him resist the urge to share, but not as well as he wanted. Despite holding onto the dagger, there persisted the sense of wanting to tell her more, to tell her about the fire mages, even to share how they had broken into the temple. Doing so would be dangerous if she served the fire mages.

      “Captured by who?”

      There was no denying the power in the question this time, and Fes clenched his jaw, trying to ignore that part of him that wanted to say something—anything—and he struggled.

      “She was captured by fire mages,” Fes said through clenched teeth. “Who are you?” he asked.

      The woman smiled at him. “I thought you came to find me?”

      “I told you I came to find Priests of the Flame.”

      She leaned slightly toward him, her brow wrinkling even more and a dangerous smile on her face. “Yes, and you have found me.”

      Fes shivered. He had never experienced any priests quite like this woman. There was something about her, something powerful in a way that was even more powerful than what he had experienced traveling with the rebellion and Alison.

      “You still haven’t told me who captured your friend.”

      Fes tried to fight the urge to share. He wanted to see if he could, and as he stood there, clutching his dagger, he found that he could not. There wasn’t anything that he could do to fight the urge. Whatever else would happen, he would share everything with her.

      He trembled and shifted his hand, gripping the sword, wanting more strength than he had. Perhaps if he could connect to that Deshazl part of himself, he could reach enough power that he wouldn’t have to worry.

      The woman smiled at him. “A fighter. Interesting.” She nodded to the man, and he slowly approached Fes, holding on to his dull and blunted sword.

      Fes tried to unsheathe his sword, preparing to fight, though not wanting to, not really. He didn’t want to fight the priests, not if they were here to help him. But then, if he didn’t face them, if he didn’t try to fight, he would be overwhelmed by this priest’s power.

      And it was nothing like the power that he had faced before. Even Talmund hadn’t possessed this kind of power. Skill, he’d had, and Fes had had the sense that he was considered a powerful priest, but that had been very different from what he now faced.

      He couldn’t move his sword.

      The other man continued to approach, and he began to bring up his blunted sword.

      Fes clenched his jaw, fighting against whatever magic she was using on him. This was not fire magic, certainly not the way the fire mages operated, but it was still some type of magic.

      Anger began to seethe within him.

      It boiled slowly at first, building. As it did, Fes squeezed the hilt of the sword, his arm trembling.

      The man was only a few paces away. There was almost a look of resignation in his eyes. Had he done this before? Had they found visitors coming to this place and had they attacked?

      For Jayell, he needed to get free. He needed to find some way of escaping.

      How?

      His arms trembled. He was close to unsheathing, he could feel it.

      The man stood in front of him.

      “You shouldn’t have come,” he said.

      “My friend needed me,” Fes said.

      If he couldn’t get free, they would destroy him, and then there would be no help for Jayell.

      Anger continued to surge, growing deep within him. Somehow—some way—he needed to withdraw his sword and be ready to defend himself.

      The man brought back his sword, preparing to strike Fes.

      How could they do this? They were priests.

      But then, they were something else, too. No priest that Fes had ever encountered had power quite like this.

      Could these people be the ones who Jayell had wanted to find? With this kind of power, he could actually imagine succeeding, finding a way to hide from the fire mages. But then, with this kind of power, they might not need to hide.

      Since he couldn’t move, there had to be some way to stop this man.

      “Jayell,” he grunted, barely able to get the word out.

      The man hesitated, glancing over his shoulder. Fes couldn’t move, couldn’t turn his head, so he couldn’t tell whether or not the woman was even still there. If she wasn’t, and if his sharing of Jayell’s name didn’t matter, there might not be anything he could do. He couldn’t withdraw his sword and couldn’t protect himself, but he needed to. He needed to try.

      His body trembled, quivering, still with no ability to escape from whatever magical hold they had on him. This was even more powerful than when he’d been bound by Elizabeth. At least then it had been the power trapped within the dragon pearls that had given her that ability. Even that, Fes had been able to detect, and he had recognized how she was performing her magic. His Deshazl connection would have freed him, were he to better understand it.

      Whatever the priest was using on him was more than what he could withstand. It was more than his Deshazl ability would allow him to break through.

      And then, suddenly, it was gone.

      The power holding him suddenly disappeared, and Fes was able to move. He reached for his sword, preparing to unsheathe it, and realized that he didn’t need to. The man with the blunted sword backed away, turning from Fes and heading back toward the priest.

      “That’s it?” he asked.

      “Where is she?” the priest asked.

      She stood in the shadows of two small buildings, and Fes could barely see her face. Was she watching him?

      “She was captured by fire mages. We were trying to make our way here, but—”

      “If she was captured by the fire mages, then it is her own fault.”

      “Maybe,” Fes agreed. He hadn’t argued with Jayell, not nearly enough, especially knowing that attempting to break into the temple would be dangerous for both of them. Maybe he should have challenged her, not let her convince him that they could do it. Breaking into the temple had been dangerous. More than that, it’d been foolish. “That doesn’t change the fact that I intend to help her. She thought that we could find safety with priests. I didn’t know exactly where she was leading me—and I’m not sure you’re the priests she intended to find.”

      The woman stepped away from the building and took a look at Fes. “She should not have been with you.”

      “The other priest with her is gone. There was a boy—”

      “Where is he?” the priest asked.

      Fes shook his head. “Missing. There is a fire mage who had him, though I don’t know if he intended to use him or not.”

      “Which fire mage?”

      Fes tried not to share, but he didn’t seem to have much choice. Once again, he felt compelled to say more than he intended and the words spilled out of him, without any ability to resist.

      “Azithan.”

      “How do you know Azithan?” the priest asked.

      “I worked for him. I collect artifacts, dragon relics, and—”

      “He serves the empire,” one of the other people said.

      “I don’t serve anyone,” Fes said. “I serve myself, and I serve the payments I get.”

      “And who’s paying you for this?” the priest asked.

      Fes sighed. “No one. I’m doing this because of my friend.”

      “She shouldn’t have been with them,” one of the younger men said. He didn’t bother to lower his voice, seemingly unmindful of the fact that Fes was there. Then again, there wasn’t anything that Fes was able to do when it came to this priest’s power

      An idea came to him. Could she be Deshazl?

      If so, maybe there was something she could teach them, some way for him to begin to understand the power that he had but didn’t fully understand. There was no questioning the fact that had some connection to power and magic, but he didn’t have any control over it. It worked, or it didn’t, and even when it worked, he wasn’t sure about the extent of his own type of magic.

      “We know that she left,” the woman said softly. “And stories have told of a priest traveling with another.”

      “But him?” the man asked.

      The woman looked the man over and then her gaze locked on Fes. “This one is not what I expected. He is a fighter, but there is more to him than what I had expected to find. Dangerous, and I think it would be dangerous for us to ignore that.”

      “What do you want us to do with him?” the man asked.

      “Bring him inside.”

      Three people appeared, one on either side and one behind him. Fes resisted the urge to spin, but then, he wasn’t sure that he would be able to turn around. The same magic that had held him before seemed to grab him again, and as much as he wanted to move, he couldn’t, not well. His hand remained grasping the hilt of the sword, but even that did little to free him.

      What kind of magic did she have?

      The two on either side of him grabbed his arms, one of them prying his hand free from the sword, and they marched him into a small building. It was dark, with only a single lantern flickering with light, and they took him deeper into the darkness and down a narrow set of stairs, barely wide enough to go three across. The person behind him continue to press, and Fes had the sense that there was a sword poking into his back. He was helpless, a feeling he loathed.

      “Where is this?” Fes asked.

      No one answered, and they continued to guide him down the stairs. Each step brought him lower and lower below ground, and as he went, he began to suspect where they were leading him. He had been someplace like this before but hadn’t expected that the priests would use something like this.

      If he was right, then they were guiding him into a bunker, and one that once had been used for a much different purpose.

      And if he were right, without their assistance, he wouldn’t be able to escape.
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      A massive room opened up at the bottom of the stair. Light spilled out, and the two people on either side of him brought him to a chair and let him go. Fes fell into the seat, looking around. The room was enormous, much larger than the buildings above, and he knew that though there would be other ways out, reaching them would be difficult. When he had been to one of these dragon bunkers before, he had nearly died, attacked by mercenaries.

      The old woman appeared and took a seat across from him. There was something almost regal in the way that she sat, her hands resting in her lap and her eyes focused on him. She watched him, seeming as if she intended to study him. He still couldn’t move, and they made no effort to disarm him. Then again, there was no purpose in disarming him. Even if he had a weapon, there wasn’t much that he could do to escape. Her magic held him in place in a way that nothing else ever had.

      “Why here?” he asked.

      “Here?” The woman looked around, her gaze scanning the room before falling back on Fes. “This is a place that even the empire has forgotten about. There are others of these scattered around, though most are abandoned.”

      “I know. And most don’t look from above as if they are a village.”

      “You’ve seen one of these dragon bunkers?”

      “Unfortunately.”

      “Unfortunately? These are a link to the past and a reminder of what we have been through. And these bunkers allow us to remain hidden, much as those who came before us were hidden, staying away from the dragons out of fear.”

      “They were used as a way to mount an offensive against the dragons,” Fes said. It was strange that she made no effort to prevent him from talking. At least now it didn’t feel as if she were trying to draw out his words, forcing him to share. Now that she knew about Jayell, it probably didn’t matter.

      “They were, though that was not their original intent.”

      “No?” Fes looked at the enormous room. When he had been in a similar place, he had been attacked by Reina the first time, and he barely survived. Others with the rebellion had not been so lucky. “I thought the earliest people of the empire used these bunkers as a way to avoid the dragon flame.”

      “Too many have forgotten what it was like in those early days,” she said. “The Priests of the Flame have made certain not to forget. We know what happened then, and we refused to allow it to happen again.”

      “You mean the dragon attack?”

      “Do you think that is the entire reason for us following the Path of the Flame?” She leaned toward him, and Fes could feel the power she was working, but it was different than what he felt when fire mages were using it. Whatever it was that she did was strange, though it did not seem to rely upon dragon relics. If it did, perhaps her way of reaching that magic was even greater than some of the fire mages he had encountered.

      “I thought the priests follow the path of the flame, trying to bring back dragons.”

      “Oh, we have.”

      “The dragons are gone. And now the dragon plains are empty.”

      “Empty?” She frowned as she watched him. “It is not possible to empty the dragon plains of all of the relics found there.”

      “It is when you have one of the Deshazl with you.”

      She breathed out slowly, pressing the tips of her fingers together. “The boy.”

      Fes nodded. “As far as I can tell, Azithan used him to remove the remaining artifacts from the dragon plains. Those that were in the Draconis Pass are no more.”

      “How is it that you know of these things?”

      “I’ve been there. There was a fire mage who thought to use those relics, and I was with others who reclaimed them.”

      “Talmund.”

      Fes tried not to react, but he doubted he was skilled enough to avoid revealing his surprise. “You know him.”

      “The Path of the Flame is not so wide that we aren’t aware of others who follow it.”

      “He’s not with you?”

      “He pursued a different path.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s not your place to understand.”

      Fes watched her and then tried to shrug, but his body still didn’t respond. “Regardless, when Azithan managed to secure the Deshazl boy, he used him to help reach the heart of the Draconis Pass. He removed the rest of the artifacts stored there.”

      “A true dragonwalker,” she breathed.

      Fes laughed bitterly. “Dragonwalker.”

      “You think that name is something to deride?”

      “I think that the ancient dragonwalkers were nothing but scavengers.”

      “And by that, you mean your ancestors.”

      Fes tensed. How much had she discovered about him? Could she have been aware of his attempt to resist her magic? He hadn’t been successful, so maybe it didn’t matter, but it still seemed as if she were aware of his attempt.

      “What ancestors?”

      She smiled at him. “You are Deshazl as well.” She smiled at him and spread her hands out on her lap. “You would like to hide it, but you have too much of that ancient bloodline stirring within you for you to be able to do so. Perhaps more than any other I have encountered.”

      “The boy was Deshazl.”

      “The boy had some tendency to Deshazl bloodline, but he would not have ever been considered a pureblood.”

      “How was he able to help Azithan reach the Draconis Pass if he didn’t have pure Deshazl blood?”

      “Azithan is not without power of his own,” she said. “And I imagine that together, they were able to reach it, to dispel the shadow of fog that has long hovered over the pass.”

      “It doesn’t hover over it anymore,” Fes said.

      How would she react to that news? Would it bother her? Or was there nothing to the fact that the fog that had once protected the pass was no more? He had a hard time determining how she might react. There was something strange about this priest, even more bizarre than when he’d traveled with Talmund.

      “The lands will be freed of that taint,” she said.

      “Taint? I thought you wanted to restore the dragons?”

      “The absence of dragons is the taint. They must return,” she said.

      “Then you really are like every other priest.”

      “How many priests have you met?”

      “Enough to know that most believe the dragons need to return, as if to have them overthrow the empire. As far as I can tell, the empire has done nothing more than use the dragon relics to maintain power. If it wasn’t the empire doing it, then someone else would take their place.”

      “You refer to the rebellion.”

      “The rebellion is no different than the empire. Both of them search for power.”

      The woman smiled. “And you would prefer to remain neutral?”

      “I don’t want to be involved.”

      “Unless the price was right?”

      Fes shrugged. “If the price were right, then perhaps I could be coaxed into getting involved, but I have no interest in helping either the empire or the rebellion.”

      “Perhaps then you would help the ancient Deshazl ally.”

      Fes met her eyes. How had he thought they were pale gray? They seem to glitter with light here and practically glowed. The sense of power radiated from her, almost enough to wash over him, reminding him of when he had been in the midst of the city with the fire mages flashing power all around him.

      How was he able to feel what she was doing if she wasn’t a fire mage?

      “What ally?”

      “You know the ally,” she said.

      “Dragons? The dragons are gone, and there is no way for them to return.”

      She smiled. “The dragons are gone, but they will return. They must, or much more will be in danger.”

      “You only want the dragons to return so that you can overthrow the empire.”

      “Why should I care about the empire?”

      “Because you blame them for the dragons dying.”

      “The empire isn’t the reason the dragons disappeared.”

      Fes frowned. He managed to look around, his neck finally freed enough that he could see that the others who had brought him down into this room with the priest had left them. Why should they leave her alone with him? Then again, he wasn’t a threat to her. He could barely even move, so there wasn’t anything that he could do that would put her in danger. The magic she possessed was strong enough that she overpowered him.

      And even if he was free, some of what she was saying intrigued him. What type of magic did she have? What knowledge did she have of the past?

      And if she was Deshazl, as he began to suspect, was there anything that he could learn from her?

      If he could discover her way of incapacitating someone so that they couldn’t attack, how powerful could he be?

      He wouldn’t need to fear any fire mage. He wouldn’t need to worry about confronting Jaken.

      He could merely use power to hold someone in place.

      “What is the reason that the dragons disappeared?”

      “To understand that, you would need to understand the purpose of these places,” the woman said. She watched Fes and, with a strange sweep of power, he was suddenly freed.

      He felt it wash over him and he jerked forward, almost reaching for one of his swords before catching himself. There would be no point in unsheathing his sword. He didn’t need to attack this woman. Even if he tried, there wouldn’t be anything that he could do against her.

      “Come with me,” she said.

      She stood and started toward the far end of the room. He glanced back at the stair, but that closed door likely would be guarded. If he attempted to make a run for it, he would have to fight his way free, and he doubted that he would be able to do so, even if he wanted to. Curiosity got the best of him, and he headed after her, passing into a hallway.

      “All of these are connected,” he said.

      “They are interconnected. They don’t match the buildings overhead anymore, but they once did.”

      “Why don’t they match the buildings overhead?”

      “Because a real village was built overhead. It’s not the same as the bunker you must’ve visited. Many of those have access tied to individual buildings overhead. These have the interconnectedness, and there is a way to access the buildings, but not quite as easily as once would have been the case.”

      “Where are you bringing me?”

      “Come,” she said.

      Fes followed her down a long hallway. There wasn’t much light, nothing more than a single lantern that provided lighting, and he saw a doorway at the end of the hall. She paused in front of the door and waved her hand in front of it. He was aware of something happening, but not what. When she was done, she pulled the door open and stepped inside.

      The other side of the door was completely dark and whatever was inside there did not feel welcoming. A strange sense of emptiness pulsed out from inside the room. Fes hesitated as he entered, looking around at the darkness. It took his eyes a moment to adjust, and as they did, he saw that he was in a storeroom.

      It reminded him of the storeroom they had broken into in the fire mage temple. Much like that room, rows of shelves lined the walls, and there were bins stacked on those shelves. He couldn’t tell what was in the containers, but there was the sense of pressure in here that suggested to him that the room held dragon relics.

      “You asked about the purpose of this place?”

      “It’s a storehouse?”

      “It’s much more than that. It was a place of safety and a place where more than dragon relics could be stored. When these places were created, they were more than relics. They were considered sacred.”

      Fes laughed. “I imagine some people would still call them sacred.”

      “They are sacred, but not because of any sense of power, not the way you would believe.”

      Fes looked around the room. On one shelf was an enormous length of bone. It looked to be a leg bone, but it was gigantic, easily the largest dragon relic he had ever seen up close. It was more significant even than the one the two fire mages had held onto as they attacked.

      And here he had believed that they needed to break into the fire mage temple to find relics.

      If Jayell had known about this, she wouldn’t have wanted to break into the temple. The fact that she had been willing to break into the temple suggested that she didn’t know.

      Then why was this woman showing Fes?

      Unless… This was a different priest than the one he had been coming to find.

      He turned to another shelf, and on this was a pair of bones, though they were oddly shaped. One end was rounded while the other forked. Even in the faint light available in the room, Fes could see the striations worked along the bone. There were traces of color, though not enough for him to easily see.

      He continued to make his way along the shelves, searching the items stored there. “Are you attempting to collect dragon relics to keep them from the empire?”

      “Keep them from the empire? No. You don’t understand the purpose, if that’s what you think we’re doing here.”

      “Then what?”

      “This place has long stored items like this and many others. There are other items of significance here, and many of them would be considered incredibly valuable to the empire.”

      “So you are keeping them from the empire.”

      “Not in the way that you would think. The empire would use the power stored in the relics, whereas we recognize that power cannot be used, not yet. We understand that doing so sacrifices too much, much that we aren’t willing to sacrifice.”

      Fes stopped and turned to face the priest. “None of this explains what you think it does.”

      “You believe that the empire attacked the dragons, and while that is partially true, that’s not the entirety of the story. The empire—at least, those who were part of the earliest stages of the empire—did attack dragons, though they attacked only those dragons that were dangerous to them. Dragons that had changed, that had abandoned their vows to protect.”

      Fes started to smile. “Now you’re going to tell me that they abandoned the Deshazl.”

      “Some of them. The Deshazl had long been connected to the dragons in ways others were not. During that time, there were some who believed the Deshazl could control the dragons while others believed that the Deshazl served the dragons like slaves.”

      Fes struggled to imagine dragons, but serving them? That seemed even more impossible to believe. Who in their right mind would serve dragons?

      “So which is it?”

      “As far as we know, the reality is somewhere in between.”

      “As far as you know?”

      “There are no dragons remaining, and the records of that time are difficult to reach. It was a time of war, and little effort went into documenting. What we think we know is that the dragons and the Deshazl were allies. The dragons lent some of their strength to the Deshazl, and through that, the Deshazl helped defend them, but it wasn’t servitude.”

      “What was it?”

      “A partnership. One that the world has not seen for centuries.”

      Fes considered the relics, trying to make sense of what she was showing him. “From what I’ve understood of the Deshazl, they became the scavengers for the empire.”

      “They did. The Deshazl were best equipped to search for and find dragon relics. At that time, few understood the power stored in the bones, and while some did, they didn’t have the same ability to access that power and couldn’t draw it out, not the way that the fire mages of today are able to. Time has given them knowledge and wisdom.”

      “That doesn’t explain the empire attacking dragons. If the Deshazl served the dragons as you say—”

      “They didn’t serve the dragons.”

      “Fine. If the Deshazl worked with the dragons, allied with them, then why would they have been willing to work with the empire?”

      “Because of the other threat.”

      Fes tore his gaze off the shelf that he’d been looking at. Something within it seemed to call to him, practically drawing him. It was an odd reaction, especially as few of the dragon relics ever seemed to call to him. Whatever was in there had to have some power. “What other threat?”

      “You really know nothing outside of the empire, do you?”

      “I’ve lived in the capital much of my life.”

      “Have you never questioned why the empire continues to collect dragon relics? Have you never questioned why there was a belief that they need to store so much power?”

      “I’ve never cared,” said.

      “As a descendant of the Deshazl, it’s time that you care.”

      “I’m not sure that it matters,” Fes said.

      “It matters.”

      “How? The fire mages have an enormous collection of artifacts of power. I’ve seen it. Some of the artifacts are large, rivaling the one that you have here.”

      “Yes. I imagine they have many items that would rival what we have here. It’s what they do not have that’s the key.”

      “The key to what?”

      “The key to everything.”

      Fes made his way to the bin that seemed to call to him and pulled it out from the shelf. An enormous dragon pearl rested inside. It filled the entirety of the bin, nearly as large as the dragon heart that he had found on the dragon plains. Multiple colors streaked through it, red and orange and purple and green and blue, all of them rippling as he twisted his head, looking from side to side. He was compelled to rest his hand on it, touching the surface of the pearl, and he found striations—deep striations—that he didn’t find on many relics. He traced his fingers along the striations, feeling something like a pattern to them. Had the Deshazl of old understood that pattern? Was that why they were considered the dragon walkers? Maybe there was another reason for it, and that they really did have some connection to the dragons, but what was it?

      “You said that the dragons lent the Deshazl some of their power?” The woman nodded. Why was that important to him? “What was that power?”

      “That is the power that came from the dragons themselves.”

      “From the dragons and not from the relics?”

      “The Deshazl has a direct connection to the dragons. They don’t rely on relics to reach that power.”

      Light began to glow, surging in the dragon pearl. He felt nothing from the woman, so if she was using fire mage magic, it was nothing like what he felt from mages. It wasn’t the kind of power or spell that he thought he could cut through with the dragonglass.

      “You are Deshazl,” he said. “That’s why I couldn’t get away.”

      “You couldn’t get away because you refuse to acknowledge that part of yourself.”

      Fes frowned. “Refuse? I’ve been using that part of myself. That’s why I’m still alive.” It was the anger that seethed within him, roiling within him, that allowed him to survive when he would have—and possibly should have—died.

      “Not that part. There is anger within you, and there can be power with anger. The dragons knew power when they were angry, but they were strong without it. Dragons were well known to be incredibly wise, not only powerful.”

      He was still troubled by what she’d said. It wasn’t so much that the Deshazl had a connection to the dragons, it was that she implied that they drew power from the dragons.

      “If the Deshazl had power that was tied to the dragons, how is it that you have the power that you do? The dragons are gone.”

      “Are they?”

      Fes grunted. “Dragons haven’t been seen in over a thousand years. They were hunted and killed.”

      “The dragons of that time have all passed,” the woman said.

      “You still don’t make any sense.”

      “Because you aren’t paying attention.” The dragon pearl began to glow, filling with power. “Those dragons might be gone, but the dragons themselves have never left. They are wise, and they recognized that the time they were in posed too many dangers. It was why they willingly went to the dragon field. It was why they allowed themselves to move on. To pass.”

      “They weren’t hunted by the empire?”

      “I’ve already told you that some of the dragons were hunted.”

      “Some.”

      “Some of the dragons were exposed to a danger, one that the empire has managed to hold at bay for the last thousand years. That danger is the reason for the empire. That danger is the reason the empire continues to draw upon power from dragon relics, using the fire mages to keep it at bay. It is a darkness that attempts to overpower all things.”

      “What kind of darkness?”

      “There’s a reason the dragons stayed in the north as they did. They feared traveling too far south. There is a place across the sea, far away, where there are other peoples of power, people who don’t rely on connections to the dragon relics or to their dragon blood, to give them strength. They can command… And control.”

      Fes blinked. “Control?”

      The priest nodded.

      He turned his attention down to the dragon pearl, staring at it. If dragons were controlled, he could understand why the empire would have attacked them, and it might even explain why the empire had felt the need to have power such as was found in the dragon bones, but how could there be such a people when there had been no sign of them?

      He asked that question to the priest.

      “No sign? There are signs everywhere if you are only willing to look.”

      “Such as?”

      “There is danger in the dragons, but there is great power, as well.”

      Fes’s breath caught. “The rebellion?”

      “Rebellion? It is both more and less than a rebellion. Some within the rebellion seek to bring back the dragons, but not because they would worship them, but because they would control them. That cannot be allowed to happen.”

      The dragon pearl glowed again, and he stared at it, resting his hand on the surface of the pearl, feeling the striations. Heat ballooned within the pearl, and it was a comforting warmth, one that seemed to wash over him, almost as if it knew him. Something deep within himself responded to that warmth, echoing that sense.

      Why should he feel that way?

      “Is that why you’re here?”

      “We are here to protect these items. We are here to ensure that if the dragons do return, they won’t be controlled, not by the threat that had once sought to overpower them. And we are here to protect their future so that we might protect ours.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Little light made it into the room, barely more than a sliver of the moonlight glowing beyond the window. The only other light came from a fire crackling softly in the hearth, the coals glowing softly. Fes sat hunched toward the fire, pushing back the chill from the night, and stared at the mug he clutched in his hand.

      The old priest sat at a table, her back to him, the sound of her pen scratching across the page the only sound other than the steady crackling of flames. Two others stood by the door, guards more than anything else, and they watched Fes, almost as if they expected him to make some stupid mistake. He had no intention of attacking the priest, and even if he did, there wasn’t anything that he could do. She was too well guarded, and he had no interest in harming her anyway.

      The second sword—the one he’d been forced to carry—rested against the chair. The other remained strapped to his back, making him uncomfortable and trying to find a way to shift so that he could fit in the seat better. The daggers were on either side of him, pressing in, leaving him thinking about his parents and the family he had never really known.

      The priest turned toward him. Her eyes caught the light from the fire, wrinkling as she watched him. “You’ve been quiet.”

      “What’s there for me to say?” Fes asked.

      “I imagine that you have questions.”

      “More than questions,” he said. If what she said was right, then members of the rebellion served something dangerous, something darker than what he had known. Fes didn’t know whether to believe her, but he had no reason not to.

      “You wonder about your place,” she said.

      Fes grunted, turning his attention back to the mug he held. He took a swig, letting the warm ale wash over his lips and mouth before swallowing it. It wasn’t pleasant, not like what he would find in the capital, but it was better than what he’d been offered for quite some time. The months that he had remained on the road, traveling with Jayell, had taken away some of the niceties that he had grown accustomed to while living in the city.

      “I’m just not sure what to believe,” he said.

      “You question. That is good.”

      “Is it?”

      “Every man must make his own mind.”

      Fes took another drink. It was part of his problem. It wasn’t that he couldn’t make up his mind. He had never been indecisive. But it was more about the fact that if what she had told him was right, he had already placed himself into danger with the empire, going against Jaken and the Dragon Guard while essentially siding with the rebellion.

      “I’m not sure that either side makes me comfortable,” Fes said.

      “And it shouldn’t. What you’ve been told means that everything that you have known, everything that you have been a part of, is in jeopardy.” She glanced over at the people standing by the doorway. “They once questioned,” she said. “They came here, they asked the questions that you are asking, and they still question.”

      Fes looked over at them. They ignored him, almost as if the priest had instructed them to do so, and quietly stood blocking the door. “If they still question, when will answers come?”

      “Answers come to each person at their own pace,” she said.

      Fes shook his head at her. “It seems like all you want to offer me are riddles.”

      “Not riddles. Truths.”

      “What are truths to you are riddles to me,” he said.

      The priest smiled at him. “Isn’t that always the way it is? Why do you think everyone needs to search in their own way? My truths are not going to be your truths. My riddles will not be your riddles. As I’ve said, each of us needs to find our own way, and when we do, only then can we begin to know what it is that we can be. Only then can we understand who we are meant to be.”

      Fes watched her for a moment before turning his attention back to his mug. “I find truth in this ale,” he said.

      “Many men find truth in the ale, at least some semblance of it. Whether they find real truths or only what they want to find is a very different matter.”

      Fes grunted again, taking a last swig of the ale, finishing it. When it was gone, he leaned back, shifting so that the sword didn’t jab into his back. He stared at the fire. Somehow, he still needed to find a way to rescue Jayell, but these priests wouldn’t be the key. From what he could tell, the priests weren’t even the same ones she had intended him to find.

      “She wasn’t with you at all, was she?”

      “That would be one truth,” the priest said.

      “Who are you?” He turned his attention to her, meeting her gaze. “You aren’t Priests of the Flame at all, are you?”

      She smiled. “You assumed that we were priests, and there is no harm in that.”

      “I assumed you were priests because of the way you spoke. I assumed that you were priests because of—”

      “Because that was what you expected. You place your own expectations on what you saw. Because of that, you interpreted what you found in this way. Am I a priestess? Perhaps to you, but to them, I am only their leader.”

      “And who are they?”

      “They are the last of the Deshazl,” she said softly.

      Fes’s heart suddenly lurched, and he looked at the woman with a different expression. He had wondered whether she was Deshazl, and given the way she had spoken, the knowledge she had, he had wondered if perhaps it were possible, maybe even probable, but hadn’t expected it to be the case. How could it, when as far as he knew, there were few Deshazl remaining.

      Other questions came to mind. “And the boy?”

      “Griffin was with us. He was taken from us.”

      Fes frowned. “Did Jayell take him from you?”

      “Jayell?” She frowned. “I’m afraid I don’t know anyone by that name.”

      “She’s a follower of the flame who had been a fire mage who has been traveling with me.”

      “That would make for an interesting person,” the woman said.

      “She is… conflicted,” Fes said. He wouldn’t share with her that Jayell was conflicted because of what he had asked of her. She had agreed to help, and she had agreed to use her fire magic because of him, though he knew she hadn’t wanted to. If it were up to her, she wouldn’t have continued to use it. She had wanted to abandon that path, wanting to preserve the dragon relics, to follow the priests of the flame. “How many of the priests know what you’ve told me?”

      The woman smiled. “Another good question.”

      “I’m glad it pleases you. Do you intend to answer?”

      “Most who follow the Path of the Flame believe that they are serving the dragons. They believe themselves to be following a noble purpose, and in following the needs of the dragons, truly following and not simply paying lip service to it, they do serve them. There are those who do not, and they are the ones who I suspect know the truth.”

      “So these priests, the ones who you think know the truth, will be the ones who know about these others you speak of?”

      The woman nodded.

      “Why is this the first I’m hearing of it?”

      “What better way to undermine the power of an undefeatable empire than to create a rebellion? What better way than to exalt the very creatures who could then be used against this empire? What better way than to seek the return of these creatures so that they could then be captured and controlled, once more subjugated?”

      Fes had a hard time thinking the rebellion was anything more than what he’d seen. “You keep talking about this as if it really is possible for the dragons to return.”

      She tipped her head in a nod. “It is possible for the dragons to return.”

      “Let’s assume that it is,” he said. “Let’s assume that there is some way that we can bring about the rebirth of the dragons and that they can once more fly overhead.” The mere idea of it bothered him, more so now that he had seen the dragon remains in the dragon plains. If those creatures were able to return to the world, what did it mean for everyone else? How could they withstand something like that? “What makes you think that these others would be able to control them?”

      “Dragons weren’t the only thing that they were able to control. It was part of their power, and perhaps the most impressive. Because of that ability, they nearly overpowered the nascent empire. It was only because of the power within the dragon bones, power the dragons themselves gifted to those who could use it, that these others were defeated.”

      “If what you’re saying is true, then they weren’t defeated at all.”

      “Now you see another truth,” she said.

      “Would you stop?”

      “You would have me stop sharing truths with you?”

      “I would have you tell me what I need to know.”

      “And what is that, Fezarn?” She asked, leaning toward him. “What would you like me to tell you that you don’t already know about yourself? You are Deshazl, and you feel that power, that gift that you shared with the dragons, and yet you have used it to bring death and destruction.”

      He swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry. He didn’t remember giving her his name, and certainly not his full name. It was one that he rarely liked to share, and the fact that she knew it, and spoke it so knowingly, made him incredibly uncomfortable.

      “Who are you?” he asked again.

      “I am someone you should never have forgotten.”

      “Forgotten? I’ve only just met you.”

      “You should have known me your entire life,” she said.

      “Is that some sort of mystical statement? Do you think that because I am descended from the Deshazl that I should somehow know you? And I should never have forgotten you? If that’s the case, then you are mistaken.”

      The woman smiled at him. “Nothing mystical, other than what you would make of it. No. This is simply the fact that you have known me. Perhaps not recently, but I was there when you were born. If only I had been there when you were attacked, when you were taken from us, your people, brought away from us where you would not—and could not—know us. So as I say, Fezarn. I know you.”

      Fes reached for one of his daggers, squeezing it. It was the only thing that he had left from his parents, no memory of them other than defending them, feeling that rage flow through when he had been attacked. They had died when he was young, but not so young as to not remember them. And then his brother had been taken after that.

      Their deaths had driven him, defining him. Fes wasn’t too dense to know that much about himself. He understood that losing his family had changed him. How could it not? How could he not be so different after losing those who cared most about him?

      And now this woman would claim that she had known him as a child?

      Was it another truth or was this some lie that she told to try to manipulate him? He didn’t know anything about her, certainly not enough to know whether she was telling him the truth or not, and didn’t know whether or not he should trust her. He didn’t know whether he could trust her. And yet, there didn’t seem to be any intent to try to manipulate him, though he had felt the same about others and had been wrong.

      “You have your father’s eyes. And his chin.”

      Fes grunted, sitting stiffly in the chair. “I suppose next you will say that you’re my long lost grandmother?”

      The woman frowned at him. “Would that be so bad?”

      Fes shook his head. “Not so bad, but not believable, either.”

      “No. Perhaps not. And I am not your long lost grandmother. I do not have that honor.”

      “Yet you knew my parents?”

      “They should have been with us. If they had, perhaps they would have been better protected.”

      Fes tried to remember what had happened back then, trying to recall what his family had been doing before they were lost, but he couldn’t come up with it. Whatever it was must have been significant; hadn’t it been?

      They had been traveling. He remembered the wide, hard-packed road. The hot sun blazing on them. He remembered rolling hills, though different than the ones he had passed over to reach this place. He remembered thirst and hunger, barely enough water to make it between streams.

      And he remembered the attack.

      That was the first time that Fes had ever allowed himself to go to his anger. It was the first time he had ever released what he now understood was his connection to the Deshazl. It had flowed within him, filling him, rage and anger seething up, boiling over so that he had lost control. The men who had attacked them, little more than common thieves, had thought that he and his brother weren’t much of a danger.

      The daggers he had sunk into their backs had been dangerous enough.

      He pushed away those thoughts. They did nothing other than make him miss his family. As he did, he realized that one hand gripped the dagger on his left hip. He forced himself to release the hold on it.

      “It was nothing but thieves,” Fes whispered. “They came across us when we were traveling. We had just passed through a village, and I could tell that my mother and my father were starting to relax. It meant that we were nearing our destination.”

      Both had begun to sing, something they hadn’t done in quite some time. Having stopped in the village had refreshed all of them, and they weren’t hungry or thirsty and had been better rested than they had been in some time. The trip had been arduous, mostly because of how long it had been, not because of the difficulty of the terrain or anything else like that.

      “One of the men had a sword. He cut my father down first and turned to my mother. My brother and I…”

      Fes swallowed, unable to say the next words. Even after all of these years, it was still hard to talk about it. It was hard to even think about what had befallen his parents. He glanced up to see the woman watching him, and she said nothing, which only prompted Fes to continue. He didn’t feel compelled, not the way he had when he had first arrived at the village, but there was something within him that needed to get this out.

      “We screamed. Our screams did nothing, and no one came to help.” He hadn’t expected it. They were alone on the road and hadn’t passed anyone for quite some time.

      Fes fell silent, realizing that a tear streamed down his face. Could he really be crying after all this time? He had tried to forget, pushing those memories away. Before losing his parents, his life had been simple but happy. He had known song and laughter, and he had known warmth. After losing them, everything had changed. Life had become harder. He adapted; his brother did not.

      “What happened after that?” the woman asked.

      “I attacked them. I killed them.”

      “How old were you?” Her voice was soft, barely more than the crackling of the flames.

      “Almost ten. My brother was eight.”

      “A ten-year-old boy killed two grown men?”

      Fes looked up, his jaw clenching and the emotion fading. “All my life, my parents wanted me to avoid allowing myself to become overwhelmed by emotion. They had asked me to hold it in, to refrain from letting it sweep through me. After that happened, I didn’t fight it.”

      There had been blood—so much blood. He had stabbed, catching one man in the back and cutting down his fury. The other man had turned to him, and Fes raced after him as the man had turned and run. Fes was faster and caught up quickly. It hadn’t been difficult. When his dagger went into that man’s back, knocking him to the ground, he had stabbed, over and again until his screams died out.

      When he returned to his brother, Fes remembered all too well the look on his face. It was a mixture of horror and sadness and resignation.

      “You embraced the Deshazl part of yourself.”

      “I embraced what needed to be embraced so that I could avenge my parents.”

      “And you fear it.”

      “I did.”

      The woman watched him for a long time. “You still do. I can see it in your eyes. You fear the way it makes you feel. You fear the loss of control when you allow yourself to succumb to it. And yet, I can tell that you have embraced it, though you must hate yourself for it.”

      “I’ve embraced it because I’ve needed to to survive.”

      “There are other ways of embracing the power of the Deshazl. There are other ways for you to reach that power that courses within you that don’t require losing yourself to it.”

      “And I suppose you would teach me?”

      “I would, yes. You are Fezarn, son of Garran and Dinah. You are descended from the same power of the dragons.”

      Heat rose in her words, and mixed with it came a sense of urgency. Almost as if she tried to compel him but abandoned it. He was thankful that she didn’t push him on this. Thankful that she didn’t continue to try to compel him. He wasn’t sure how he would react. It was doubtful that he would be able to reach her if he tried to attack. Her connection to whatever power flowed within her—possibly Deshazl or maybe not—was greater than what Fes could overcome. She was something other than a fire mage.

      “I’m Fes. Only Fes.”

      She watched him for a while. “You could be so much more.”

      Fes stared at her, shaking his head. “The Deshazl have died. I might have once claimed that I could be something more, but can I really? What are the Deshazl but scavengers?”

      “Even the scavengers were once exalted,” she said. “Those scavengers built the empire.”

      “Maybe,” Fes said, “but I don’t intend to build an empire. For that matter, I don’t intend to tear it down, either. I came here looking for help for a friend. That’s all I want.”

      “You might believe that you can get away with remaining small, but you will be drawn in, Fezarn. With the man you are, the power you have, you will have no choice but to take a side.”

      “I have taken a side. My side.”

      He turned away from her and stared at the glowing coals in the fire. He had come for help and had been given nothing but more questions.

      What now? What should he do?

      Those questions filled him, and there weren’t any answers.
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      “Do you intend to hold me here?” he asked Arudis. It was the second night since he’d come to the village, the second night since he had learned that they weren’t priests at all, but descendants of Deshazl hiding in plain sight. The second night since he had denied the old woman her request for his help.

      “You aren’t a prisoner, Fezarn.”

      He glanced over at her. “And yet, when I tried to leave, you prevented me.”

      “Did I?”

      He stood at the edge of the village, staring out into the growing darkness. Hills swept around him, undulating in the distance. Maybe it was only his imagination, but it seemed as if he could feel surges of heat flowing toward him, the sense of fire magic being used. If he could feel it, and if the woman was Deshazl, then it was likely she felt it too. If she did, she made no mention of it.

      “Every day you hold me here, it’s another day that my friend suffers.” He had begun to imagine what might be done to Jayell. Captured by fire mages, Jaken involved in her capture, it wasn’t a large leap to think that she didn’t have much time. How long would it be before they killed her? She had traveled with him, breaking into the fire mage temple, and had attacked other fire mages. It wouldn’t be long. He was sure of that.

      “If what you’ve said is true, then she is in no danger.”

      “No danger? They captured her.”

      “To reach you. As they don’t have you, and they likely believe they can find you, they have no reason to harm her.”

      “Yet,” Fes said.

      “Yet,” Arudis agreed.

      “If you would let me leave, I can—”

      The woman turned to him, her wrinkled eyes glaring at him. “You could what? Do you believe that one man, even armed as you are with these weapons, could overpower as many fire mages as you claim are there? Do you believe that you could overpower the Dragon Guard?”

      “I’m willing to try.”

      “Is this woman your lover? I see it in your eyes. You care about her.”

      Fes turned away. “We have fought together.”

      “It’s more than that.”

      It was, but it also left him feeling conflicted. Jayell meant something to him, but he hadn’t given much thought about what she meant. They traveled together, trying to stay safe. More than that… Fes wasn’t sure that she was more than that yet.

      It was nothing like Alison, who plagued him for very different reasons. Alison had played him, using him to help with the rebellion, and if what this woman told him was accurate, then he had done more harm than good by leaving them with the dragon heart.

      “It’s always more than that,” he said with a whisper.

      “You need allies,” she said.

      “Do I? I’m beginning to think that perhaps I’m better off alone.”

      “No Deshazl is better off alone.”

      “I don’t know anything about being a Deshazl, so I don’t know if what you’re saying is true or not.”

      She looked at him for a long moment, and finally, she nodded. “Perhaps you are right. You don’t know. None of us know what it was like for those ancient Deshazl when the dragons still lived. Many think that when they still lived, the dragons and the Deshazl were bonded, that they shared a connection, a friendship—almost a kinship—that made it so that they never were alone.”

      “I like my solitude,” he said.

      “Everyone deserves some quiet, but no one likes it all the time.”

      “See? That’s where you’re wrong. I do like my solitude. I do like being alone. And I do want nothing more than to leave so that I can go and help my friend.”

      “Then leave,” she said.

      Fes watched her for a moment. “If I leave, you aren’t going to try and hold me?”

      “Why would I? You have already told me that you intend to go, and I have already told you that we have no interest in holding you here.”

      Fes hesitated. “Why are you here?” He looked around the village spread out behind him. The buildings were well-maintained, and many of them seemed relatively new, so this wasn’t necessarily a bad place to be. And situated over a bunker as it was, with the interconnected tunnels far below, it would be relatively defensible, something that he recognized was valuable. But why here?

      “You have seen why we are here. I showed you.”

      “You showed me the area beneath the village, and you showed me your dragon relics, but why are you here? The traditional home of the Deshazl is far to the north. Why here?”

      Fes continued to look back at the village and work through what he had seen in his time here. So far, what he had seen would indicate that they hadn’t been here long. They couldn’t have been, could they?

      “You came here recently, didn’t you? What brought you here? Is it because of the same attack I heard about along the coast?”

      Arudis watched him for a moment. “What attack did you hear about along the coast?”

      Fes shrugged. “I wasn’t sure what to make of it. I encountered the remains of a village, what appeared to be a fishing village. They were heading for safety.” What safety they would get from the fire mages was debatable, but since they had been attacked, perhaps it would be more than what they had before.

      “What village?”

      Had the man mentioned the village name to him? He racked his brain, trying to think back to that conversation, and struggled. As much as he wanted to remember what the man had said, he had been so focused on Jayell and what had happened to her that he didn’t recall it.

      “I don’t remember,” he said. “Why is it important?”

      “How often do you leave the capital?”

      “Lately I leave it quite a bit.”

      “And how often have you headed south?”

      Fes shook his head. “Most of my tasks have involved me heading north, though I did go west recently.”

      “West? Toward Toulen?”

      “Yes. Why?”

      She watched Fes for a moment, her face unreadable. “In the days of the Deshazl, many were jealous of the connection the Deshazl shared with the dragons. Some allow that jealousy to taint them.”

      “The empire and Toulen have a peace accord,” Fes said.

      “They have an accord now, but that wasn’t always the case,” she said.

      “They told me that dragon relics were scattered into Toulen.”

      “Stolen. Not scattered. If it were up to the empire, those relics would have all remained here.”

      Fes thought of the dragon skull and the power that he’d seen from it. The people of Toulen had other magic though. They were blessed—at least Indra was. With that kind of magic, they would be protected.

      “I’ve met people from Toulen. They are good people. Honorable.”

      “Perhaps,” she said.

      “Why are you worried about the village? What is it that concerns you?”

      “Nothing other than the fact that the empire has maintained the sanctity of its borders for hundreds of years. If those borders have been breached, that means that the emperor’s attention has been diverted.”

      “And you’re worried that if they are diverted, these others will have a chance to attack.”

      “It’s undoubtedly the case,” she said.

      As Fes watched her, he continued to feel that strange pressure building on him. As he did, he realized that it wasn’t from fire magic, not as what he was accustomed to feeling. This was a different sense, not the heat that pushed on him when a fire mage was active. This was a subtle sense, a soft simmering within him, almost as if it were calling to him.

      Was Arudis doing something? She wanted him to accept that Deshazl part of himself, but it seemed to Fes that she wanted to use it, too, regardless of her denial of her intentions.

      He watched her, but she seemed distracted, staring out toward the east… and south.

      “You’re worried about them?”

      “I’m worried about protecting my people,” she said.

      “I thought you said you were safe here. I thought that the dragon bunker would keep you safe from attack. I thought that—”

      “We are safe from those within the empire who might cause us harm. And we’re safe from the rebellion. As far as they know, we aren’t here. We have aligned ourselves with the priests, concealing within the Path of the Flame so that we can learn what they know. In that way, we are safe, too. But we are unsafe when it comes to an attack from outside. There is only so much that we can do to defend ourselves from that power.”

      “What worked to defend against them?”

      “Dragon relics,” she said.

      “Relics? That’s it?

      “Those relics allow fire mages with enough power to push them back.”

      “I’ve seen what you can do. With that kind of magic, I find it hard to believe that you would struggle to avoid an attack.”

      “Deshazl magic doesn’t work quite as well against these others,” she said with a whisper.

      “Why not?”

      “The same reason they were able to control the dragons.”

      “Are you saying that they can control the Deshazl?”

      She looked at him, her eyes narrowed, and he could see the struggle within them. She was haunted by whatever had happened before.

      “You’ve experienced it, haven’t you?”

      “Many of these people have experienced it. At least enough to know that we should fear the return of them.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “The Deshazl are not all in these lands, not as we once were. Many of our people—those who remember their power—remain trapped. Captured. They are the ones we must help.”

      “Help from what?”

      She didn’t get a chance to answer.

      An explosion rocked the growing night. Fes spun, reaching for his sword as he did, and saw flames crawling along the outline of one of the buildings in the village. The woman’s eyes went wide as she looked, her breath catching, and she took off, running toward the flames.

      “Where are you going?” Fes asked.

      He ran to catch up to her, swords unsheathed, but she ignored him.

      Another explosion thundered the night, heat building. This was nothing like the heat from fire magic. This was an explosion of power, the kind that thrummed within him. It was that power that he felt. It was that power that he had been aware of building, steadily increasing as he had been chatting with her. It was that power that told him that something more—something dangerous—was about to take place.

      Fes continued to race after her, and she slowed as they neared the nearest buildings. Dozens of people appeared out of the buildings, and she shook her head. As one, they spun, heading back inside.

      “Where are they going?”

      Arudis looked over at Fes. “We can’t outrun this.”

      “You intend to fight?” He squeezed the hilt of his sword. He didn’t know what he was about to face and didn’t know whether this was his fight or not, but he wasn’t about to be attacked and overpowered.

      “Fight?” She shook her head. “This isn’t a fight that we can make and win.”

      Fes looked back toward the nearest building. His eyes widened as he thought that he understood. “You’re hiding?”

      “We can hide beneath the village.”

      Before he had a chance to ask her to explain, she hurried into one of the buildings. It was someone’s home, and a fire still glowed in the hearth. Food rested on a table, the smells savory. There would be no hiding the fact that people had been here and that the village was occupied. Fes suspected that other homes would be just like this one, equally alive. If each home had food on the table, and if each home had the smells of breads and meats and life, then whoever was behind whatever attack was coming, and whatever it was this woman feared, they would know that there had been people here.

      Another explosion thundered.

      Heat seeped up from within him. Was he doing this intentionally?

      He followed Arudis to the back of the home, and from there he darted through a door, heading down the stairs, disappearing into the darkness, following her beneath the village. How safe could they be hiding here? If there were too many attackers, they would be trapped, held here without any way of escape. It might have been easier to run.

      And then he was within the main part of the tunnel. Fes looked around and was surprised to see that there had to be at least fifty or sixty people, all of them with looks of fear written on their faces.

      “Get behind the door,” Arudis said calmly.

      Everyone followed her instruction and moved behind the door, taking a place and blocking it. The man he’d seen when he’d first come to the village had his sword, and he gripped it, though he didn’t carry the same intimidating expression he’d worn when Fes had arrived. He looked scared.

      As Fes scanned the people in the room, he realized that everyone looked scared.

      A thought occurred to him: With all of these people in this room, where were the children? There didn’t appear to be any children.

      Another explosion came from somewhere overhead. Fes could feel it, and could feel the way that heat seemed to pound against him. It called to him, a strangely seductive sense.

      “Everyone stay quiet,” Arudis said. “Stand ready.”

      Fes made his way over to her, watching her for a moment. “Why hide?”

      Arudis looked over at him. “You don’t understand, Fezarn. I have tried to explain what we’ve faced, but you have no interest in that.”

      “Because I don’t understand. Why hide?”

      “Can you feel it?” she asked.

      “Feel what?”

      She studied his face for a moment. “I can see that you do. That is the Calling.”

      “The Calling?”

      “It’s how they work. It’s their power against those like us. Against those of us who have the dragon ancestry. It’s their way of dragging us out. Once they get us there, they will control us, the same way that they once controlled the dragons. We fight it, and we hide.”

      “How do you fight it?”

      She looked over at him, her flat gray eyes wrinkled, and he suddenly realized that he couldn’t move.

      His entire body was frozen in place, restricted from walking, the same way he had been when he first came to the village. Fes tried to fight, much as he had when he’d first come, but there was no way to overpower her. Arudis’s magic was far too much for him.

      “I fight it,” she said.

      Fes relaxed, no longer straining against Arudis’s magic. There was nothing in it that he could overpower anyway. As he relaxed, he became aware of another sense, and it was the same heat that he’d been feeling, that simmering sense that rose up within him, practically calling him forward.

      The call seemed to change, and he felt compelled, drawn forward, as if all he had to do was take a step. All he needed to do was reveal himself, to step forward, to announce his presence…

      Why should he feel that way?

      “What is this?” Fes asked through clenched teeth.

      “This is the Calling.”

      It continued to build, an overwhelming sense. Fes’s entire body screamed with the sense of it, and he wanted nothing more than to let it drag him out. The door was there right in front of him.

      Groans around him told him that others struggled the same way as he did.

      How could Arudis fight it?

      She struggled. He could see it in the tension on her face, though maybe that was tension that came from her attempting to hold everyone in this room in place. Fes didn’t doubt that she was responsible for confining everyone, that her magic was what held them here.

      Having the magic to do that was amazing. How could she hold everyone in place?

      His ability to focus faded. The call within him, that strange burning, continued to build, demanding that he answer, but how could he? Arudis blocked him. Any attempt for him to move, to break free of her magic, was met with failure.

      “Let me go,” he screamed.

      “Fezarn.”

      She said his name as a whisper, and it hung with power, even more compelling than the strange Calling that demanded he answer. The effect lasted for a moment—maybe a heartbeat or two—before fading, leaving him feeling the pressure, the overwhelming urge to step out of this chamber, to reveal himself, to join whoever it was that called to him.

      His hand began to twitch.

      It was the most movement that he’d had since coming here. With that twitching, he felt a surge of excitement, a sense of victory at the fact that he might be able to get himself freed.

      Arudis turned toward him, watching him. “Fezarn.” She whispered his name, and once more he felt the power within the word, and once more he failed to escape, to break free of the power she held him with. He shook, his entire being trembling, everything within him demanding that he take a step, and then another, and then throw the door open.

      His foot moved, barely more than anything, and Arudis watched him, fear in her eyes.

      It wouldn’t take much, barely more than a relaxing of the power holding his hand, and he could get himself freed. Why was she holding him like this? Why wouldn’t she let him go and answer the Calling?

      Fes grunted, straining against her.

      His other hand moved.

      It was more than what he had managed against her attempt to confine him before and he almost cried out, but something seemed to suppress that desire, as if she knew that he wanted to release a cry of victory.

      “Fezarn.”

      There wasn’t as much power in her words this time, but enough that he couldn’t take a step. He was held, and as he looked around, he realized that others were moving. It was more than that.

      His head was freed.

      The sense of burning within him, that which compelled him, continued to rise, growing stronger and stronger, and as much as Fes recognized that it was an outside influence, that it was unnatural, he was powerless to ignore it.

      “Let. Me. Go!”

      “Fezarn.”

      It was barely more than a whisper. Barely more than the wisp of the wind.

      It held him, keeping him in place, and latching onto him long enough that he couldn’t move.

      Slowly, the desire to break free began to ease and the power that called to him, that which sang within his blood, began to fade.

      Fes began to fight it. Ignoring that sense that wanted him to step outside the hidden bunker. He was able to fight it in a way that he hadn’t been before. He took a deep breath, steadying himself, and realized that all around him everyone seemed to be breaking out of the stupor.

      And then the sense faded.

      Fes staggered, suddenly freed. Several people near him stumbled to the ground, collapsing.

      Fes took a shaky breath, looking over at Arudis. “What was that?”

      “That… was the Calling,” she said. And then she collapsed.
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      Fes drummed his fingers on his leg, staring at the door to one of the few homes still standing. Most of the buildings in the village had been destroyed, left with little more than flames crackling through them. Fes, Arudis, and the others had remained below ground for hours, long enough that Fes began to wonder whether or not anyone was still up in the village, but the man who had greeted him in the village the first time had denied Fes’s request to leave.

      Arudis had collapsed, and she had been seemingly unable to get up following the Calling. The others within the village had been concerned by that, concerned enough that Fes worried that this wasn’t the typical type of Calling.

      A dark-eyed younger woman approached, dressed in a cotton gown. She glanced at Fes before knocking on the door and pulling it open. The two men blocking entrance nodded to her before their gaze drifted to Fes, slamming the door closed in his face.

      “They blame you,” a voice from behind him said.

      Fes turned to see a younger boy watching him. He couldn’t be more than twelve or thirteen, and he was lanky, all arms and legs, with a crop of brown hair standing wildly on his head. Flat gray eyes watched Fes.

      “Why do they blame me?”

      “We’d been safe here before you came,” he said.

      “You blame me for the attack?”

      The boy shrugged. “I said they blame you. Not me.”

      The boy approached carefully, stepping away from the wall. He watched Fes, curiosity on his face more than anything else. “So, is it your fault?”

      “No,” Fes said.

      The boy shrugged again. “I didn’t think so. You don’t look like much.”

      Fes frowned, tilting his head as he studied the boy. Was he Deshazl? From what he had seen, everyone here was, but could the boy have the same connection as the others?

      Why couldn’t he? There wasn’t any reason for him not to, no reason that he wouldn’t be—and couldn’t be—powered the same way that Arudis was. After the Calling, Fes had seen that many of the people within the village had some level of power. They had to, especially as so many had unable to resist the Calling much better than he had.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that you don’t look like someone they would come after,” the boy said.

      “You’ve been around for a Calling before?”

      The boy shook his head, the corners of his eyes twitching. He glanced up and down the street before looking back at Fes. “There hasn’t been one in a long time.”

      “How do you know?”

      “They talk about it. All the time. It’s the one thing that we’ve been taught to worry about. A Calling is dangerous to us. But then, you’d know that, wouldn’t you?”

      “I’m beginning to know that,” Fes said.

      “Why did you come here?”

      “I was looking for help for a friend,” he said.

      “Help?” The boy shook his head. “We don’t help anyone. Too dangerous.”

      “I’ve gathered that,” Fes said.

      “What happened to your friend?”

      “I didn’t think you cared.”

      “I didn’t say that I cared. I was just curious.”

      “She was captured by fire mages,” Fes said.

      The boy’s eyes widened again. “Fire mages? What are you doing getting mixed up with them?”

      “It’s not that I had much choice.”

      “You always have a choice. You see a fire mage, you run the other way. Even I know that, and I haven’t come around any fire mages.”

      Fes chuckled. There was something about the boy that amused him. “Lately, I’ve seen fire mages, and I’ve had to run toward them. I think I like your plan better.”

      The boy shrugged. “Yeah? Most of us know that fire mages are dangerous. You don’t get in their way.”

      Fes glanced toward the still-standing home and nodded at it. “Arudis tells me that the fire mages are necessary for your survival.”

      The boy shook his head. “She would know better than most.”

      “You don’t believe that?”

      “I didn’t say that I don’t believe that.”

      “You didn’t say that you do, either.”

      The boy grinned. “You’re a strange person.”

      Fes laughed. “Better strange than some alternatives,” he said.

      “Yeah? Such as?”

      The door behind him opened with a gust of air, and Fes turned. The woman he’d seen entering now stood in the doorway, and her gaze flickered past Fes to look at the boy. “Geraln, you need to get moving on now.”

      “I was just talking with him,” he said.

      “And now you’ve talked with him. It’s time for you to move on.”

      The boy glanced at Fes before shrugging. “I don’t blame you,” he said.

      He scurried off, disappearing along the street, turning the corner so that he faded behind one of the fallen buildings. Fes watched him disappear before turning back to the woman who had arrived. She stared at him with a dark intensity.

      “You’re supposed to go in now,” she said.

      “Me?”

      The woman nodded. The irritation on her face suggested that she wasn’t entirely pleased by the fact that Fes was invited into the home. “If you harm her…”

      “I don’t have any intention of harming her,” Fes said.

      “If you do, you should know that you won’t leave the village.”

      He stepped past her and into the home, not bothering to tell her that it didn’t seem as if he were going to be allowed to leave anyway.

      The inside of the home was lit with several lanterns. A bed had been brought out from somewhere and filled the center of the room. A fire glowed in the hearth, crackling warmly. Somewhere, there came the smell of food baking.

      Fes focused on the bed in the center of the room, unable to take his eyes off the small form of Arudis lying on the bed. She was breathing slowly, but her eyes were open, and she tilted her head toward him as he entered, waving away the two muscular men standing on either side of the bed.

      He approached slowly, concerned about what she might say. How much of this did she blame him for?

      “You survived,” Arudis said.

      “I suspect I have you to thank for that.”

      “The Calling, especially the first one you ever experience—can be quite frightening.”

      “What is it?”

      “I told you that they want to use you. They want to access the abilities you possess and would use them against you.”

      “And you countered it?”

      “There was a time when the Deshazl were better equipped to counter their influence. They were stronger, and these others were weaker. Time has changed that so that we are both different. Our people are weaker, and theirs are stronger.”

      “I don’t understand. What were they after?”

      “They were after Deshazl.”

      “How did they know anyone was here?”

      “They didn’t.”

      “So they simply destroyed the village?”

      “They have rarely succeeded in penetrating this deeply into the empire. When they do, usually it’s a few roving bands, a small party that can blend in.”

      “And the explosions?”

      “It’s their way of drawing us out. They use our connection to the dragons against us.”

      Fes shivered. “That was the connection to the dragons?”

      “How do you think they manage the power necessary to destroy those buildings?”

      He shrugged. “I thought…”

      He wasn’t sure what he thought. Just as he wasn’t sure how they would have managed to create such power. What he had seen had been impressive. The homes that had comprised the village were gone, only a few remaining. It was enough to terrify him. He thought of what the fishermen had said, the description of what they had survived, and it was the same as what he had now experienced.

      How could these people do that? How could they have so much power that they could simply walk through a village, destroying it?

      And the fact that they could, the fact that they wanted him, bothered him just as much. Had Arudis not been there, he had little doubt that he would have felt compelled to step outside of the bunker, and that he would have been claimed by these others.

      And there was a part of him that wondered if that were so bad.

      Was that a residual effect of the Calling?

      “You still feel it,” she asked.

      “How is it possible that I do?”

      “You are Deshazl.”

      “Does everyone else still feel it?”

      “Everyone else is part Deshazl, but most have diluted bloodlines. You, Fezarn, are Deshazl.”

      “I don’t know what that means for me.”

      “It means that you feel it stronger than most. It means that the effect of the Calling would be more potent to you. It means that it was lucky that I was with you.”

      “How can I resist it?” That seemed the answer he needed at this point. If he couldn’t learn to resist it on his own, what would happen if he were to encounter these others again?

      “To resist requires that you understand that part of yourself.”

      “I do understand that part of myself.”

      “You understand what you’ve been told. You allow yourself to drown in the heat of Deshazl, but you don’t control it. It controls you. When you can gain control over yourself, when you can begin to master that part of yourself, then you won’t be so beholden to the others. You will be able to withstand their influence, and you won’t have to suffer from it.”

      “Who are the others?”

      She breathed out as she studied him. “They are known as the Damhur. They come from across the sea. And they would control the Deshazl.”

      “Damhur? I don’t understand. Why do they hunt Deshazl?”

      She hesitated. “They are a dangerous threat to the Deshazl, and therefore, to you. There is much you could learn—that I could teach you—that would ensure your safety.”

      Fes stood silently, watching her for a long moment. What she wanted from him was something that he wasn’t sure that he could offer. She wanted him to commit to staying with the Deshazl, and she wanted to train him. He had that sense from her, but if he did that, he abandoned Jayell. How could he abandon Jayell when her capture was his fault as much as anything? The reason that Jaken was there was because of Fes. He wouldn’t have come were it not for what Fes had done to him.

      “I don’t have that kind of time,” he said.

      “You might think that you don’t have that time, but if you don’t take it, if you don’t allow yourself to learn what you can about who you are and what you can be, then you will forever be held hostage by the risk of them.”

      Even the memory of what had happened stayed with him, lingering almost painfully.

      “You have too much of the heat of the Deshazl within you. You don’t have enough of the intellect.”

      Fes looked over at her, frowning. “That almost seems like an insult.”

      “There’s nothing almost about it. You are impulsive. I’ve seen that from you since you came here. Yet, with your bloodline, you are powerful too. You could be even more powerful if you allowed yourself to acknowledge what you are and who you are, and if you were to receive the necessary training, you could be even greater.”

      Fes looked around the room, taking note of the pair of guards standing on either side of Arudis. They were there for him, he was sure of it. They worried about what he might do to her, and in this state, she might not be strong enough to oppose him. If he wanted to do something to her, now would be the time.

      But then, Fes had no interest in attacking Arudis. If anything, he did want to know more about who he was and where he came from, but with a friend in danger, now wasn’t the time.

      “I need to know enough to save my friend.”

      “Your friend is not in danger, not as you think.”

      “My friend is in danger. You believe that the empire and the power within it is benevolent. You think that the fire mages remember their purpose, but I have seen the way that they use that power. There isn’t benevolence to them. There is only a thirst for power.”

      “Enough remain who know,” she said.

      “If enough remain, then you don’t need me.”

      “You are Deshazl. You need to embrace that part of yourself and embrace who you are meant to be.”

      “You keep talking about this as if it were predestined, but it’s not. I might be Deshazl by birth and had my parents not died, it’s possible that I would be here with you.” After talking with her, Fes had begun to wonder whether or not that had been where his parents had been leading him. Maybe they had been heading to meet Arudis. It would make some sense, but if that were where they were taking him, they hadn’t shared that with him. “But time has chosen a different path for me.”

      “You get to choose your path, Fezarn.”

      “And I am. I’m choosing the path of my friend.”

      Arudis watched him for a long moment, her gaze lingering on him. “Have we ever spoken about your name?”

      “My name? It’s nothing but a family name.” And a strange one at that. Fes had always known that his name was odd, and had lived with the fact that he never loved it, though he remembered his mother stating it lovingly. How could he love it when it was so different than everyone else’s? It was a strange name, which marked him in some ways.

      Until meeting Adoran in Toulen. Then he’d learned it was the name of a dragon.

      Did Arudis know that as well?

      “A family name. I suppose that would be one way to put it. There are stories from a time long ago. Stories of the Deshazl from their earliest days. Those stories all share common elements. The Deshazl were familiar with dragons, and they embraced that familiarity, embracing the bond. Many of us who know much of the old ways still don’t know how much the ancient Deshazl had bonded to dragons, and whether or not there was anything to that connection, but one thing carries through. The names of dragons.”

      She looked up at him, and a trace of a smile came to her lips. Her eyes wrinkled and briefly, a flash of color seemed to come to them. Surprisingly, it reminded Fes of dragon relics, almost as if her wrinkles were striations that he had seen, and the colors within her eyes were the colors of the dragon bones and pearls before use.

      “There is one name that is spoken of with a certain reverence. A dragon of great power, a creature that had once soared among the greats.”

      She watched Fes, and he knew without her even saying it what she was getting at. Adoran had known the same.

      “Fezarn. An elder dragon, revered even in his own time. Revered enough that his name is celebrated and spoken of over generations. You are not the first Fezarn, and you will not be the last.” She reached out, taking his hand. She squeezed with more strength, and she looked as if she had gained some, too. “Be strong like your namesake, Fezarn. Be proud of yourself and who you are. The power of the dragons flows through your blood, the same power that has flowed through the blood of countless Deshazl over the years.”

      Fes stared at her. When learning that he had been named after a dragon, and a particularly powerful one at that, he wasn’t sure how he felt. Maybe he should feel awed by it, but he didn’t. He felt only a certain indifference. He didn’t know the dragons, and whether or not he was named after them, the creatures were long ago destroyed, leaving only remnants of their power. He didn’t even know what to think of the fact that he had been told over and over that he had the same power of the dragons. What did that mean for him? All he’d known was that his power had caused him difficulty, trouble that he had hidden from, but then, that power had also allowed him the ability to survive when he might have died. Without that connection, would he have been able to survive in the capital as long as he had? Without it, would he have managed to protect his brother, if only for a little while?

      Fes doubted that he would have.

      Despite what she said, he still couldn’t feel awed in the way that she wanted him to.

      “Where you going to go?” he asked.

      “You don’t intend to stay.”

      “I can’t. And from what I’ve seen, you don’t need me to help.”

      “No. We don’t need you to help. We could help you, though.”

      “And I don’t need your help,” he said. That wasn’t entirely true. Having her help, having the help of others like her, might allow him to get to Jayell more easily. If he had others of the Deshazl, others with the same connection to the dragons, then he might not have to worry about whether or not he could rescue her.

      But he had been here long enough. The time that he had spent with the Deshazl, with Arudis, had only delayed him from getting to Jayell and helping her.

      “You need our help more than you are willing to acknowledge,” Arudis said.

      “Probably,” Fes admitted. “But I can’t. I don’t have time. If I get my friend free, then perhaps I can return to you and see what you might be able to teach me about my abilities.”

      She studied him for a long moment. When she squeezed his hand, Fes felt a strange trembling within him. It was heat, and it simmered, similar to what he’d felt from the Calling, but this was different. This was the sense of heat and fire that he felt within him when overcome by the anger, allowing that to overtake him, to grant him strength so that he could survive when he otherwise would not.

      “What did you do?”

      “Perhaps nothing,” she said. “But, if it works, perhaps I will have awoken something within you.”

      “I don’t need anything awoken.”

      She stared at him for a long moment. “More than you realize, Fezarn.”
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      Fes stood on a hillside, looking all around, trying to decide where he would go. He needed help, which meant that he would have to risk reaching out to someone who might or might not offer him the assistance he needed. Regardless of what Arudis had said about the rebellion, Fes had a hard time reconciling that with what he knew of people like Alison.

      And it wasn’t her who he needed to ask for help, though he didn’t know if Horus would agree. Fes hadn’t been the most faithful when it came to serving Horus. Then again, he had more to offer the man this time. A trade. Artifacts for his help in rescuing Jayell. Only, Fes didn’t know whether he would agree.

      It was the last place he thought he could go for help. Desperation made for terrible partnerships, even though he knew better. And Jayell’s time was limited.

      Even as he stood there, his mind kept drifting back to Arudis, lying almost helpless on the bed, and the strange sense of power that had surged through him when she squeezed his hand. There had been something to that, and though she called it an awakening, he didn’t know whether or not that was what he had felt.

      Morning broke, sending into the sky streaks of color that reminded him of a dragon pearl. He smiled, that memory giving him the necessary motivation to take a step forward and head out across the hills, and make his way toward the capital.

      With each step, he tried to figure out how long it would take to get there, and from there, he tried to think about how long it would take to return to find where the fire mages had kept Jayell. As he walked, he pushed away thoughts of what might’ve happened to her. He needed to focus on the task at hand, and nothing more than that.

      The day passed quickly and flowed into another day, neither of them unpleasant. Eventually, he came across a road, and he took that, following it as he headed toward the capital. Others would join him on the road, he was certain of that, and when they did, he needed to be prepared.

      He glanced down at the sword sheathed in his belt. He could conceal the one on his back, his cloak covering it, and he could hide the daggers, but the dragonglass sword that he shoved through his belt didn’t have much of a place.

      When he reached the city, that sword would draw attention. Worse, that sword might help the Dragon Guard realize who he was. In the capital, he didn’t need to worry about members of the Dragon Guard coming at him. They would come, and he didn’t think that he would be strong enough to overpower them, not if it came to that.

      Maybe there was a way that he could fix the other sword to his back along with the one he already had sheathed.

      Fes took a moment to work on the sword, getting into a position where he could manage both blades, and ended up having them crossed behind his back, making it so that they would both be easily accessible. It was an awkward feeling, but he could reach over either shoulder and grab for a sword, which left him somewhat reassured. When he was done, he slipped his cloak back over his shoulders. It would look awkward, but hopefully it didn’t draw too much attention.

      Heading toward the capital took several days. During that time, Fes continued to try to reach for his Deshazl connection, focusing on the power within him, trying to reach it, but wasn’t able to access it quite as easily as he wanted. There had to be some trick that he could have learned had he only stayed with Arudis, but that would have taken him away from what he needed to do. Even this, traveling to the capital to see if he could find help, felt as if he were taking too much of a detour.

      It was midday when he first saw the city stretched out in the distance.

      Anuhr was enormous. The outer sections of the city were smaller homes, most of them with space between, more than were found more centrally within the city. As he made his way into the city, he began to pass parts of it that were smashed together, the buildings growing off each other, one after another.

      The sounds of the city welcomed him, familiar sounds that he had known during his time in the city. He had a particular appreciation for those sounds. There was the welcome call of voices echoing along the streets. Some came from street vendors selling their wares, others came from people shouting at others, and still others came from children laughing as they chased each other. There was a sense of vibrancy and life. Everything here in the capital was alive.

      Towering above everything else rose the palace. It was an enormous structure set in the middle of the city, and Fes had been there often enough that he knew his way around it. With this visit to the city, he would have to stay clear of it. He didn’t want to head there and draw the attention of the Dragon Guard—or the emperor. All he wanted was to see if he could find some way of reaching Alison and the rebellion.

      It was possible that there wouldn’t be any way to reach them. Had he missed out on that opportunity? When he had last left the rebellion, he had done so by deceiving them, and he wasn’t sure whether or not Alison would welcome him back. It was probable that she wouldn’t, but if nothing else, he wanted to use them the way they had used him.

      Then again, he wasn’t even sure that he would find any word of her in the capital.

      But then, before she’d gone looking for the dragon heart, she had always been here. This was the heart of the empire, and there was no reason for her to leave, especially if she wanted information.

      Something pressed into his back. “Fes. I didn’t think I’d see you back here.”

      “Carter,” he said, twisting around quickly and grabbing her wrist. Carter was a short but powerful woman. Compact and muscular, time spent on the streets had made her fearless, but it was her skill with weapons—and her leadership—that had solidified her place. She—like Fes—had been one of Azithan’s favored collectors. “I didn’t expect to find you back here, either.”

      Carter eyed him for a long moment. Sunlight reflected off her fiery red hair. “I’m not the one who betrayed the empire.”

      “I didn’t betray the empire.”

      “From what I hear, you certainly don’t have most favored status anymore. Or has that changed?”

      Fes turned his attention briefly to the palace. He looked up at the towering spires, thinking about how he had barely managed to escape the last time. It had involved Azithan helping, and perhaps a betrayal. Either way, Carter wasn’t wrong in that he might not be welcomed back.

      “Rumors have a way of being nothing more than that.”

      Carter smiled. There was something dangerous about her smile, and though she was a lovely woman, Fes had never entertained the idea of trying anything with her. She was far too unstable for him.

      “Is that right? From what I hear, the Dragon Guard themselves are after you.”

      “What type of rumors have you heard besides that?”

      “Besides that?” She laughed and looked around, and Fes followed the direction of her gaze. Was she looking for help? Had she summoned one of the Dragon Guards? Or, more likely, it was possible that she called for help from her people. Carter wasn’t helpless. She had enough people working with her that she never would be helpless. “I think having the Dragon Guard after you is dangerous enough.”

      “I can deal with the Dragon Guard,” Fes said.

      “So I’ve heard. Now tell me, Fes, how is that?”

      “Oh, you know me, I’m not entirely helpless.”

      She flashed a wolfish smile. “And neither am I.”

      Six people converged on him. They stepped out of alleys, and they made no effort to conceal the fact that they were mercenaries, men hired by Carter who would be loyal to her. These six might be the ones that he saw, but it was the ones he didn’t see that he worried about. How many more would be here?

      “What are you after?”

      “I’m after a reward,” she said.

      “How much?” He wasn’t entirely surprised that there would be a reward for him. After the way that he had attacked Jaken, he couldn’t be surprised. The price of the reward would tell him how valuable he was to the empire, and until he knew that, he wasn’t sure how hard he needed to push.

      “High enough that it’s worth my time to bring you to the palace,” she said.

      “And what’s it worth to you to let me go?”

      Carter grinned. “More than you can afford, Fezarn.”

      “You don’t know what I can afford.”

      “I know what it cost to purchase your services before. I seem to recall what I took off your hands the last time.”

      He frowned. Could the price on him be more than thirty gold? If that were the case, then he would have to deal with countless others trying to bring him in while in the city.

      “Just because I needed your money before doesn’t mean that I need it now,” Fes said. “And I will have my money back from you.”

      “Oh, Fes. You are a terrible liar.”

      The men continued to approach, and he tried to figure out what he would need to do to escape. There would be a fight, that much was certain, but how bloody would it be?

      “This is it?” Fes asked.

      “You don’t think this is enough?”

      “To bring me in? No. I don’t think this is enough.”

      He considered reaching for one of the swords, but doing so would slow him down. Instead, he grabbed his daggers, pulling them from their sheaths, and crossed them in front of himself.

      It wasn’t uncommon for him to feel the surge of anger within him, and certainly, he expected it when confronted by Carter, but the ease with which it came to him was new. He wasn’t accustomed to having it flow to him quite this quickly. It filled him, burning up from deep within, and when the first attacker reached him, Fes slashed at him and sent him flying back to crash into the wall of a nearby building.

      Carter took a step back, watching.

      If he had more time, Fes knew he needed to try to understand what it was that Carter was trying to understand, knowing that her mind was calculating, looking at what he was doing and coming up with a plan, but two attackers reached him, both men larger than him, and both armed with swords.

      There was a time when he would’ve feared men armed with swords, knowing that his daggers weren’t well equipped for facing that, but with the combination of the Deshazl power within him and the speed it granted, he didn’t fear an attack. The first man swung toward him, and Fes ducked, jabbing his dagger back and catching the other attacker in the middle of his belly. He spun around and kicked, striking the other man in his knee, and he collapsed.

      Three remained standing.

      They came at him all at once. Perhaps if they had attacked together, working in unison, they might have been enough to overpower him, but coming individually gave him an opportunity to assess their weaknesses, and it gave him a chance to prepare. He kicked, snapping one man’s ankle as he spun around, jabbing his left dagger into the shoulder of another man, and brought his arm up, twisting as he caught the sword of the third. His dagger slid along the blade, sparks flying, and the blade snapped.

      The man’s eyes widened.

      “Dragonglass,” Fes said.

      He punched, catching the man in the stomach, and then brought his knee up when he doubled over, sending him flying back.

      When it was done, Fes turned to Carter, but she was gone.

      People on the street had given them space, and now that the fight was over, they continued to give space. Fes slipped his daggers into his sheath, hurrying forward and into the crowd, wanting to disappear before any of the Dragon Guard came to investigate.

      It wouldn’t be long before the Dragon Guard knew he was in the city.

      How much was the price on his head?

      He ought to know that before he went to search for the rebellion. Without knowing how much he was worth, he would put himself in danger.

      Fes took familiar streets and headed toward the shop of Tracen, his blacksmith friend. When he reached it, he looked in the window for a moment to ensure that he was alone, and when he was comfortable that the shop was otherwise empty, he pulled open the door.

      Tracen leaned over a bench, using a metal file to smooth the surface of whatever he was working on. “I’ll be with you in a moment,” he said without looking up.

      Fes lingered near the back of his shop, waiting. There came the steady sound of metal on metal as Tracen filed the surface of his project, smoothing it. He had a steady hand, and there was a rhythmic quality, something almost musical, to the way that he worked on the metal. When he was done, he dusted his hands on his apron and looked up, his eyes narrowing.

      “Fes. You shouldn’t have come back here.”

      “That’s quite the greeting for a friend,” he said.

      “You should know better.”

      “Is it because of the price on my head, or is it because you didn’t want me here?”

      Tracen leaned on his table. He was a muscular man, as many blacksmiths were. What made him unique was that he was tall, filling the space in his small shop. Dark hair matched the soot staining his cheeks and his forearms. Heat radiated from the back of the shop where he kept his forge. “You know that it’s not that I don’t want you here,” Tracen said.

      “How much?”

      Tracen frowned.

      “How much is the price on me?”

      “You heard?”

      “I ran into Carter on my way into the city.”

      “Carter,” he breathed out in a sigh. “She has been quite angry since her return. I don’t know what you did to her, but she blames you for whatever it was. And she’s been spending considerable resources looking for you. Even more since the price on your head has gone up.”

      “How much?”

      “A thousand gold,” Tracen said.

      Fes whistled. Carter wasn’t kidding when she had said he wouldn’t be able to afford the price. It was enough gold that anyone would be compelled to turn him in.

      “Whose order?”

      “Does it matter? When it’s a price like that, the order could’ve come from anyone, and you wouldn’t stand a chance.”

      “It matters,” Fes said. “Whose order?”

      “The order came from the emperor himself.” Tracen watched him for a while before shaking his head and coming around the table to greet Fes at the door. He clasped him on the shoulder. “I’m glad to see you alive. With the price they put on your head, I figured you were either captured or dead.”

      “Not dead, and I’ve only been captured a few times.”

      “A few?”

      “That’s part of why Carter’s angry with me. I managed to get away from her plan.”

      “With as angry as she is, I suspect it’s more than that.”

      Fes shrugged. “Maybe a little. She’s upset that I interfered.”

      “That’s all you’re going to give me?”

      “It’s all that would make sense.” Tracen had lived in the city his entire life, and his connection to dragon relics consisted of things that he had seen at the Great Market, nothing like the connection to the fire mages that Fes had witnessed. It wasn’t so much that Tracen wouldn’t believe him, but explaining the outside world, including Toulen and the Priests of the Flame, might be more than what Tracen needed.

      “Why did you come back?” he asked.

      “I need help.”

      “And you came to me?” He arched a brow, looking around his empty shop. “I think you’re putting a lot of faith in a blacksmith being able to help.”

      Fes regarded Tracen for a moment. He was strong, and Fes suspected he would be reasonably competent in a fight, but more than that? He couldn’t imagine a blacksmith being of much use. He didn’t have the street savvy and the fighting skills that Fes had honed over the years, skills that now seem to be as much a part of his Deshazl heritage as anything else.

      “I came to you to see how safe it was in the city. After I learned that there was a price on my head, I figured I should find out just how much before I went risking myself in the next place I was going to go.”

      “And where is that?”

      “Horus.”

      “Fes—”

      Fes shook his head. “I don’t have a whole lot of choice. There’s someone I need to help, and I can’t do it without him. You’ve already told me that you didn’t think you’d be of much help.”

      “I didn’t tell you anything; you just assumed that.”

      “Do you want to help?”

      Tracen shook his head. “You know that I can’t leave my shop. Business has been increasing lately, and I have too many assignments that I have yet to complete. If I let them go now…”

      Fes smiled tightly. He knew what would happen if Tracen let those jobs go now. They had spoken about his friend’s attempt to increase his connections and sales throughout the city ever since they first met each other. In all that time, Tracen wanted nothing more than to be known as a prosperous blacksmith, and as far as Fes knew, he was one of the most skilled who wasn’t directly under the emperor’s employ.

      “I know,” he said to Tracen. “And that’s why I didn’t come to try to make you feel bad.”

      “Who is it that you need to help?”

      “A woman.”

      “A woman? That’s all you’re going to give me?”

      “Her name is Jayell.”

      “And how did you to meet?”

      “On the last mission that I took for Carter. It was after Carter’s employer tried to kill me.”

      “It sounds like there’s a story in that.”

      “More than you could imagine,” Fes said. “Jayell helped me. She and the others with her rescued me, and together we were able to help someone else.”

      Tracen watched him for a moment, the hint of a smile lingering on his lips. “You know, when I first met you, I believed that you were a scavenger.”

      “It’s more than scavenging,” Fes said. “I was hired to collect for the emperor.”

      “Fine. Collect and not scavenge. Either way, I believed that you collected things and not people.”

      “That was what I did.”

      “Why does it seem that lately all of the trouble you have been getting into has been related to the people you have collected in your life?”

      Fes frowned. “You’re not giving me trouble.”

      “Not that you know, but for a thousand gold…”

      Fes frowned. “Don’t tell me that you intend to double-cross me.” He had known Tracen practically since he had first come to the city. They had met while Fes was little more than a street thief, growing into what he was now. Tracen had always been respectable, apprenticed to another blacksmith until he had developed enough skill to venture out on his own. There were some who thought that Tracen should have remained with his master, but only because his master worked for the emperor. Had Tracen remained with him, it was likely that he would be working for the emperor directly.

      “You know I wouldn’t do that. We’ve been through enough together that even a thousand gold wouldn’t be enough.”

      “How much would, then?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. You start getting into several thousand and it would be pretty hard to refuse.” He smiled. “But then, even the emperor has never wanted somebody so badly to put so much gold on their head.”

      Fes sighed. He hadn’t thought that he would be able to attract that much attention. Had someone a price on their head worth a thousand gold coins, Fes would have been more than happy to try and collect them for the emperor. He understood why Carter had come after him. Which meant that there would be others—countless others.

      And maybe even the members of the rebellion.

      Especially after what he had done to them.

      “Keep yourself safe,” Fes said.

      “I think you’re the one we need to worry about,” Tracen said.

      Fes shook his head. “I will be safe enough.”

      Fes had turned to leave, pulling open the door when he heard Tracen call after him.

      “You need to be careful. There have been other people looking for you.”

      “Have they come in here?”

      “Not here, but I’ve heard your name whispered enough on the streets. That and a description of your daggers. They’re after you, and though I always thought you were skilled, there are limits to what even you can do.”

      Fes smiled tightly. “I don’t intend to remain in the city for too long. Once I arrange for help, I’ll be heading back out.”

      “That’s it, then?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What do I mean? I mean that I won’t see you again?”

      Fes pushed the door back closed, turning to look at Tracen. Fes wasn’t one to have many friends, but Tracen had been someone he could trust. Could this be it?

      But it might not be safe for Fes to return. If the emperor did have a thousand gold coins on his head, and with the Dragon Guard after him, it wasn’t entirely safe to operate in the city. Staying here, and putting himself at risk, would only lead to his capture. With as many people as would be interested in the price on him, it would only be a matter of time before he was captured. If it weren’t Carter, then it would be someone else.

      And as hard as it was for him to admit, the price was high enough that even Tracen might be swayed.

      “I hope it’s not,” he said.

      “If it is, take this to keep me in your thoughts.” Tracen grabbed something off his table, and Fes saw that it was the same thing that he’d been working on. It was sculpted, a figurine that reminded him of the kinds that Indra made, though the one that Tracen made had even more detail than what he had seen from Indra.

      “What is this?”

      “It’s a totem.”

      “I see that,” Fes said. “But why do you make totems?” In all the time that he had known Tracen, the man had focused on weapons, but had also made more practical items, things like pots and silverware and horseshoes.

      Tracen shrugged. “They’ve become popular in the city. Most of them are made out of wood, though a few are made out of stone. I thought that breaking into the market with metal totems might separate me. Why?” He looked at the totem Fes held, biting his lip. “Isn’t it good?”

      Fes shook his head. The totem was shaped something like a horse, with the head of a man. It was different than many of the ones that he had seen from Indra and her father, but similar enough that he could see the technique that they both shared. The totems Indra and her father had both made were more manlike. They were often strange, and some of them were only partially formed, but none of them were a mixture of creatures the way that Tracen had done.

      “It’s amazing, Tracen. When did they start becoming popular?”

      Tracen shrugged. “It’s been a few months. They started cropping up. A few here and then a few there, and then the others began to appear. The first ones were stone, I think, but later on, the woodcarvers took it as something of their own and began to copy. You know how they can be.”

      Fes smiled. “No. I don’t know how they can be.”

      “Well, the woodcarvers don’t have much originality. Most of them take what others are doing and simply copy it.”

      “Isn’t that what you did?”

      Tracen glared at him. “I took what others were doing and added to it. My totem is different than anything else you’ll find in the city.”

      “I don’t want to take your totem, especially not if it’s the only one that you have.”

      Tracen shook his head. “No. I’ve been making them for a while. It takes a little bit to get the technique down. It’s quite a bit different than my normal work, but there’s something very satisfying in making them. When the totems appear out of the metal, the pattern becoming clear, it’s soothing.” He shrugged, looking down at the table as if avoiding Fes’s eyes. “It’s hard to explain. As someone who doesn’t create things, you probably can’t understand.”

      “Maybe more than you realize,” Fes said.

      “Keep that. I hope this isn’t the last time I see you, but if it is, I want you to have something of mine. You’ve never been fond of my knives—”

      Fes patted his sheathed dagger. “I prefer daggers,” Fes said.

      “Daggers. Knives. They’re pretty similar, you realize. And I’ve been telling you all along that you would be better suited to using a sword.”

      Fes shifted his cloak, not wanting to reveal that he had not one but two swords strapped to his back. How would Tracen react if he learned that?

      “Maybe better. And it’s not anything about your work. It’s that my daggers are—”

      “I know that your daggers were your parents’. And I know that they are important to you. I just figured you might want something with more of a flare to it.”

      Fes glanced down to his sheathed dagger. “These don’t have flare?”

      “They’re so… simple. Whoever made them didn’t have much creativity to them.”

      Fes smiled at Tracen. “I guess not everybody can have your creative ability. That’s why you are going to do well.” Fes squeezed the totem, holding on to it before slipping it into his pocket. “Besides, I doubt this is the last time we’ll see each other.”

      “You have some way of getting rid of the price on your head?”

      “Not yet, but I’m hoping that in time, I can figure something out.”

      He clasped Tracen on the shoulder, and when he turned away, leaving the shop, he wondered if it weren’t the last time he would see his friend.
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      Reaching Horus’s section of the city took longer than Fes would have liked. He was limited, forced to take side streets and remain in the shadows, careful not to move too openly. Doing so posed more than a few risks, especially now that he knew how valuable he was. As he headed this way, he tried to think about all of the people who might come after him. There were plenty of mercenaries in the city, though not all of them were organized the way that Carter was. Most operated independently, and Fes didn’t worry about them. There were others, though, the mercenaries who were more like Carter, mercenaries who ran teams, that he did need to be concerned about. Most of them cared very little for Fes. He had taken jobs away from them over the years, and he hadn’t felt bad in doing so. He’d never feared an attack before, but he’d never had a price quite like this over his head.

      As he meandered through the streets, the palace always seemed to remain in view. It seemed to call to him, beckoning him, practically demanding his attention, pulling on him like the Calling.

      Would Azithan be inside? If he was, would he even be able to help Fes? He didn’t know how much pull Azithan even had. The way it had seemed before, Azithan had been manipulated so that he was marginalized, though that had been when Elizabeth had been in the palace. She was gone, and any influence she might have should be gone with her.

      Tearing his attention from the palace, he focused on what was in front of him. The city. This section. The people he passed. All of it needed his focus.

      And yet, all he could think about was how the streets stunk today.

      It was not uncommon for the streets to have a stench to them, of filth that seemed to carry, but there was something even more prominent to it than usual. He saw no signs of piles of refuse, something that he would have expected to explain it. Maybe it was merely the lack of rain. Enough rain would wash away the stench, but in the days that Fes had been traveling toward the city, there had been no rain and nothing that would have tamped down the odors within the city.

      The street remained devoid of any sign of mercenaries.

      It wasn’t that the streets were empty. Far from it. Plenty of people made their way along the street, most of them dressed as merchants or commoners, heading to and from errands. Maybe they were heading toward the Great Market. Maybe they were leaving the city. But none had the look of mercenaries.

      Fes headed out along the street, looking for the intersection that he needed to take. When he rounded a corner, he came face to face with a smaller man wearing a jacket and pants.

      They bumped into each other, and the man bounced back, looking up at Fes angrily, before his expression softened. “You’re him,” he said.

      “Him?”

      The man pulled out a belt knife and pointed it at Fes. “We get money if we report you.”

      Fes glared at the man. It would be a simple matter to attack him, but this wasn’t the kind of person he felt comfortable attacking. This was a man who had been drawn into something that was beyond him. This was a man who wanted nothing more than a chance at wealth. That was something Fes understood all too well.

      “Move out of the way,” he said.

      The man pointed the knife at Fes, his hand shaking. “No. You’re going to stay here until I call members of the Dragon Guard.”

      Fes grabbed for his unsheathed daggers and swept them out, crossing them over the knife, splitting the blade clean off. The man’s eyes went wide.

      “Go before something bad happens,” Fes said.

      The man yelped and scurried off.

      Fes sighed and hurried along the street. If even commoners like this man recognized him, then he was in more trouble than he realized. It was bad enough when he had to worry about mercenaries confronting him, but what would happen if he came face to face with an entire family of simple folk who wanted nothing more than to earn a quick coin? They appreciated money as much as Fes had, and he wouldn’t put it past them to circle him, unmindful of risking danger, and he would have to decide what he was going to do at that point. Would he harm them? It wasn’t something that he wanted to do. He didn’t want to hurt regular people. Hell, he didn’t like the idea of hurting many of the mercenaries. It was those like Carter, people like her who wanted to use and manipulate others, that he didn’t worry about getting caught in the middle of the fray.

      Fes kept his head down as he made his way along the street. He rarely drew much attention, but so far he had been recognized by several people. Why would that be?

      When he turned a corner, he suddenly understood.

      Plastered on the side of the building was a drawing of him. It was exquisitely done, almost an artistic rendering, and there would be no mistaking his distinct features. Fes had a square jaw and a slightly large nose, large enough that it lent him a characteristic appearance. His hair was a little longer than in the picture, mostly because he had let it grow while traveling with Jayell, but even he could see the similarities.

      Written below his face was a single number. Two thousand gold coins.

      It was even more than Tracen had told him.

      Had he known, would he have allowed Fes to leave?

      He had to stop thinking like that. Tracen wouldn’t betray him. He was his friend. He had to stop believing that people would betray him, but then, hadn’t Fes done that? Hadn’t he betrayed others when it suited his purpose? Hadn’t he turned against Alison, not even recently, but before, when they had both operated in the city? That betrayal was the reason they still struggled to get along.

      But there were those he hadn’t betrayed. He would never betray people he cared about, and he cared about Tracen. He was his friend, and he hoped that Tracen felt the same way.

      When he turned a corner, four men were making their way along the street. Fes kept his head low, watching them out of the periphery of his vision, and changed direction when they started coming his way.

      He turned a corner and backed up against the building, waiting. Fes hoped that they weren’t looking for him and that it was only chance that they would find him on the street.

      “It was him. I swear it was.”

      “Can you imagine? If we bring him in, that’s five hundred gold each!”

      “That’s if all of us survive.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Anyone worth two thousand gold isn’t going to come in quietly,” one of the men said.

      They froze, seemingly seeing Fes, and he breathed out a sigh. “Trust me. You don’t want to do this.”

      The men looked over at each other, and they reached for swords that Fes was surprised to see them carrying. They were simple blades, nothing fancy, certainly not the kind of weapon that many of the mercenaries had even carried, but a weapon was a weapon. Even a lucky blow could hurt. An especially lucky one could kill.

      “You said it yourself. Anyone worth two thousand gold isn’t going to come in quietly,” he added.

      The lead man, a burly looking person with broad shoulders and a sword that looked hands longer than the others, smiled at Fes. “We’ve all served in the army. We’re not afraid.”

      “Like I said, you’re not going to like how this ends.”

      The man twitched, and Fes grabbed his daggers, always going toward them first. In a small space like this, the daggers would be easier to use, and more familiar. Against magic, it might make more sense to break out the dragonglass swords, but up against common soldiers—even those who weren’t soldiers anymore—he didn’t need anything more than his daggers.

      He twisted, the flat of the blade slicing through the air where Fes had been, and brought his elbow down as his dagger came unsheathed, slamming it into the man’s backside. It was a painful blow and the man hunched over, protecting it. Fes stomped down, catching the toes, and brought his other heel up, swinging his boot into the man’s midsection.

      The next one risked himself, separating from the others. Fes spun, connecting with the back of his neck, and he crumpled. It left two men, and he punched, ducking beneath one of the men’s swords as he brought his fist out, jabbing one in the jaw while the other one took a shot to the chest.

      Both were painful blows, and enough that neither man posed a threat.

      Fes started to turn when something caught him on the shoulder. Pain blasted through him, and he looked down to see a blade poking through his shoulder.

      He swore under his breath as he dragged himself off the blade.

      Three others had appeared.

      Two of them carried knives like the shaky man he had confronted before, and the third had a sword, though the blade was nicked and obviously hadn’t been used in some time.

      “This is a mistake,” Fes said, anger rising up within him.

      The street began to fill. Before long, there would be more than he could manage. Unless he decided not to worry about hurting these men. It was one thing to try to bring them down with a straightforward blow; it was quite another to catch them with the sharp end of the dagger. He could end the fight faster that way, and even faster if he allowed himself to succumb to the Deshazl anger.

      As he debated, twenty or more people filled the street.

      He backed up and nearly tripped over one of the men he had already knocked down. It was the larger man, the one who had led the first four. He had gotten to his hands and knees and looked up at Fes, hatred glittering in his eyes.

      Fes kicked, connecting with his jaw, and he went rolling over.

      “If this is what you want,” he said.

      He took a deep breath, steeling himself as he allowed the power within him to surge.

      With it flowed strength and speed, and he quickly analyzed the easiest way to get out of the street. He would have to find a way to hide, and he couldn’t do that here, which meant that he would need to get to Horus faster than he had intended. Maybe even more directly than he had intended.

      But would Horus take him in?

      He probably would, but there would be a price to it.

      Was it a price that Fes would be willing to pay?

      Already he had planned to be indebted to Horus, knowing that he would need his help to reach the rebellion, so what was a little more debt when it meant that he managed to escape relatively unscathed?

      His shoulder throbbed where the sword or the knife had stabbed him.

      Fes attacked. There was a ferocity, almost an animal-like rage, that flowed out of him. He roared, and the sound practically filled the street, echoing off the buildings rising up on either side of him, blackening the sky. Heat boiled within him, whether that was anger or the Deshazl magic or something else, Fes no longer cared.

      He spun, slicing and stabbing, carving his way through these men.

      More and more people appeared on the street.

      Fes jumped, slamming his daggers into their sheaths and pulling one of the swords free. When he came down, he spun the sword around in a circle, clearing space before him. He raced forward, and the men in front of him were wise enough to back away, wanting nothing to do with his blade. Where it met steel, the other swords cracked and shattered, and Fes was left facing men essentially unarmed. The end of the street was near, close enough that he could feel it practically beckoning to him.

      In front of him were a dozen, maybe twice that, men who never should have tried to confront him, but they left Fes with no choice. He spun around the sword, slicing and cutting, carving his way through. Blood sprayed, some of it warm against his hand.

      Distantly, he knew that there would be no way to hide his presence in the city.

      Maybe there would never have been a way to hide his presence. With Carter having realized that he had returned, he had always been in danger of pursuit.

      Regardless, he would get free. He would not be brought to the palace, dragged down by simple people. He had the same power of the dragons.

      He was Deshazl.

      And then he reached the end of the street. From here, it was empty. He turned and noticed the bodies littering the ground. Men had fallen, and many clutched wounds that were likely fatal. Others bled, a dazed look on their eyes, almost as if they couldn’t believe what they had done.

      Fes raced off, wanting to put distance between him and what he had done. He managed to slip the sword back into its sheath, shifting his cloak into place to conceal it, and slow down as he came to a busier street.

      People shied away from him, and he realized that he must be covered in blood.

      He looked around, needing to find the safest way to reach Horus, but from here, there wasn’t any safe way. It would involve crossing another dozen or so busy streets.

      Someone bumped into him, and he spun, reaching for his dagger, when he saw a familiar face.

      “Alison?”

      She looked up and down his cloak and peeled the one she wore off her shoulders, draping it over him. “Come on, you idiot. We need to get you out of the street before someone manages to stick a knife into you.”

      “Someone already has sunk a knife into me.”

      “Then we need to get you out of here before someone else does it.”

      “How did you find me?”

      “It’s not as if you have been all that secretive, Fes.”

      “Alison?” he asked, taking a step back. He kept one hand on his dagger, ready to attack if it were necessary, but not wanting to. Not with Alison. Their relationship was complicated, and even though she had used him, and he had betrayed her, he still cared about her. He didn’t want harm to fall upon her.

      “Horus heard about activity. He sent me to take a look.”

      Fes breathed out heavily and allowed Alison to lead him. They headed along the street, weaving through alleyways that Fes didn’t know. There was much of the city that he wasn’t nearly as familiar with as others, mostly because they were parts of the city within which he hadn’t operated. Horus’s section was one of them. He had taken jobs from the man, but when he had begun to work for Azithan, the need to take those jobs had begun to fade.

      “Why are you helping me?”

      “Why? Do you really need to ask?”

      “After what I did—”

      Alison shook her head. “You didn’t do anything more than anyone else would have done.”

      Fes grunted. “I’m not sure about that.”

      “Fine. You didn’t do anything more than what is explainable by what happened to you.” She glanced over at him, tugging on his sleeve to guide him down another alley.

      This one was barely wide enough for them to walk shoulder to shoulder. In the distance, he thought he saw movement and held one hand on his dagger, ready to unsheathe it if it were necessary. He didn’t want to walk openly with the weapon, as that would attract even more attention and he wasn’t interested in having everyone in the city jumping him. He might have been lucky to survive that last attack. Fatigue worked through him, and he wondered how much of it came from his drawing on that Deshazl magic.

      There were times when it was strange that he no longer questioned the fact that he had Deshazl magic. How could he question it when it so obviously flowed through him? It was power that he could no longer deny, the kind of power that filled him, giving him the strength to do what he had just managed to do: bring down dozens of men.

      “Why did you come back?”

      “To find you.”

      “Me?”

      “You. The rebellion. I need help.”

      Alison shook her head. “Fes—”

      Fes sighed. “I know I shouldn’t have come. And I know that it’s possible that you might not even help, but there is someone who needs my help, and to help them, I need the help of others. I need the help of the rebellion.”

      She continued forward, falling silent. As they walked, Fes wasn’t certain whether or not there was movement at the end of the alley. He couldn’t tell, not any longer. It had grown dark, and though his eyesight had always been good in the dark, there was something about this that made it incredibly difficult for him to see clearly.

      “Where are we going?” he asked. “You know I wanted to meet with Horus, and this doesn’t seem to be quite the right direction.”

      It was hard to get a sense of direction in the alley, but as they walked, he didn’t think they were heading toward where he would expect to find Horus. He wasn’t sure where they were heading, only that it was the wrong way.

      They reached the end of the alley, and it opened up into a wider courtyard. Three dozen people stood waiting for him, all of them armed with swords or crossbows. The crossbows were all aimed at him. Fes looked down Alison before glancing over her shoulder to see that it was closed off. There would be others coming from that direction, he suspected.

      “What is this?”

      Alison shook her head. “Like I said. You shouldn’t have come.”
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      Fes came around slowly. His head throbbed, feeling almost as if he’d spent too much time drinking. His mouth was dry, so he knew that it wasn’t ale. It took a few moments for him to remember what had happened.

      Alison.

      He jerked up, and his head cracked on something hard.

      He tried to reach for it, but his hands were shackled. He couldn’t move his legs, either. There was a slow jostling, and he realized that he was moving.

      Alison had betrayed him.

      What had he been thinking coming to the city? And why had he thought that he could trust her?

      It was an easy answer. They had been friends. They had been more than friends. And now, she had betrayed him.

      To where? And to who?

      Maybe the price was too much for her. It was possible that Alison and the rest of the rebellion decided that they wanted to get in on the reward money, and if that were the case, there might not be anything that Fes could do. If they were bringing him to the Dragon Guard, then it wouldn’t be long before he was brought before the emperor. And Jaken. Fes wasn’t sure which of them he was more afraid of.

      Without any weapons, and without any control over his Deshazl abilities, he feared what Jaken might do to him. It wasn’t hard to imagine a knife or—more likely—a sword slipped into his belly. After everything that he’d done, all of the attacks that he had made on Jaken, he would be tortured.

      And no one would come for him.

      All of this because he had wanted to help Jayell?

      No. All of this because he had somehow gotten caught up in a battle that he was never meant to be a part of. He should have known better than to allow himself to get caught up in it. He’d always wanted to be neutral and had convinced himself that working for Azithan, collecting relics on his behalf, might serve the empire, but it didn’t place him into any sort of obligation to anyone.

      And then the rebellion had claimed him until he had betrayed both them and the empire.

      Why? Why had he done that? He knew better than to allow himself to get caught up in these things. He knew better than to get mixed up in the workings of the empire.

      But now that he had been, now that he knew that he was Deshazl, which meant that he was something more than he had ever imagined, what did that mean for where his allegiances lay?

      Fes didn’t know.

      The wagon jostled again, and Fes struck his head on the ceiling once more. His head throbbed, and he rolled to the side, trying to position himself so that he wouldn’t strike it again. His shoulder still hurt, and he glanced over at it, realizing that someone had dressed it. The pain wasn’t quite what he had expected it to be, so he must have been somewhat cared for.

      How long had he been out? However long it was, it had been long enough that they had chained him and thrown him into the back of a wagon. It was long enough that he was confined, trapped, captured in a way that he hadn’t been even when hurt by Elizabeth.

      The betrayal hurt the most.

      Fes lost track of time. He learned to roll with the constant jostling of the wagon, and began to hate the way that it swayed from side to side. There wasn’t much room in it, and he was forced to keep his knees bent and his back hunched. His body ached from the position, and any attempt to try to stretch out failed.

      If only he had the power that Arudis managed. If he had that kind of power, he wouldn’t have been captured. He might have been able to break free. When he had realized that Alison had betrayed him, he could have frozen everyone in place, and then he could have made his escape. He could even have avoided harming those people on the street.

      More than anything, that was reason that he needed to return to Arudis if he somehow managed to break free. He wanted to learn how to use that ability so that he didn’t have to hurt other people. He didn’t want others to suffer because of his magic. How could he want that?

      Eventually, the wagon came to a stuttering stop. There was no sound from outside the wagon, so he didn’t know if it was muted or if there was some way of shielding him from overhearing. He waited, hoping that someone would open up the wagon, but it didn’t come. After a brief respite, the wagon continued onward.

      Fes closed his eyes. Maybe there was some way he could to reach that Deshazl part of himself. Maybe had he been willing to stay with Arudis and learn about his magic, he wouldn’t have to wonder what he could use to connect with himself.

      Arudis had wanted him to find a balance between the rage and the intellect. They were the traits of the dragon, and somehow she believed that he had them, though Fes didn’t know what she meant. It was another reason that he should have remained with her, more reason that he should have been willing to linger in the village after the Calling.

      Had he stayed, he would have been closer to helping Jayell than he was now. Had he remained, he wouldn’t have been betrayed the way that he had been. And had he stayed, he wouldn’t have been forced to kill in the way that he had.

      That hurt the most.

      Fes had seen enough death and had caused enough death, that he didn’t enjoy it. He didn’t want others to suffer because he was wanted by the empire, but he also didn’t want to allow himself to go so willingly to his capture.

      Maybe the better option would have been to allow himself to be captured by Carter, brought to the emperor, and from there he could have determined what he needed to do to find Jayell. Maybe he could have used Jaken and his connection to the emperor to figure out what they had done with her.

      Fes stared at the wall. It was dark, and there was barely anything to see, but he suddenly realized that he had missed an opportunity. He didn’t need to fight his way to freedom. He could have allowed someone to have claimed the reward, and with that, he could have gone to the palace and used Jaken to reveal what had happened to Jayell.

      The intellect. That was the part that Arudis had wanted him to understand.

      He had the rage under control. Well, not under control, but he had mastered the way of succumbing to the rage, of letting it flow out of him, and he didn’t struggle with reaching that power. It was power that he should have hesitated to use.

      Maybe that was one of the lessons Arudis had wanted him to reach. He needed to know when it was time to release that rage and when it was time to hold onto it, keeping it wrapped up within himself.

      Was there any way to use his Deshazl strength to break free of these chains?

      Maybe it was possible, but what then?

      He needed to plan and anticipate, not merely react. He needed to use his mind, and not only his heart. He needed to find the right way to use that connection to the Deshazl power.

      Only… He wasn’t entirely certain how to do that.

      Fes focused on the chains. As far as he could tell, they were simple steel chains. Had they been made of something like dragonglass, it was possible that he wouldn’t be able to escape, and even with steel chains, he might not be able to break free. But he wondered if he could manage to reach that Deshazl part of himself, maybe he could use the strength that it brought and find a way to snap the steel, at least freeing himself from the chains.

      What would Arudis have wanted him to do?

      Use his intellect.

      There was power within him, but it was reaching that power, holding on to it in a way that was helpful rather than harmful, that Fes struggled with. Could he focus it? Could he target that power at the chains rather than somewhere else?

      As he focused on them, focused on the cold around his wrists, the pain as they squeezed more tightly than was necessary, he pulled. He dragged on the chains, putting all of his strength into that, reaching for the power that he knew was stored within himself. All he had to do was find a way of summoning it, of drawing it out, and he could…

      The chain snapped.

      The power had come to him without the need to allow himself to succumb to the rage.

      How?

      Was it because he had thought through it? Was it because he had tried to plan and to use that power in a way that was intentional, or was it some other reason?

      He didn’t know.

      Fes focused on that connection again. There remained a chain on his legs, and if he could break free of that, then he might be able to escape when the door to the wagon opened.

      Or maybe not.

      How many would be on the other side of the wagon when it opened?

      He had no weapons, and without his daggers, without some way of fighting, how would he be able to get free?

      He had to think through things.

      He had already broken the chains, but could he break them when he needed to? Could he wait until revealing himself wouldn’t place himself in any more danger? First, he wanted to release the chains holding his legs.

      Fes focused again, feeling for the metal as they circled his ankles, and grasped each shackle, gripping it. Slowly, he fed the sense of rage, that connection to dragon magic that boiled within him, through his hands and into the chains.

      This time, Fes could feel it seeping away from him. It came slowly, but the power eased out, and with another sharp crack, both shackles split, and he pried them free of his ankles.

      Was that the key? Did it involve focusing, letting that power within him ease free, or was there more to it?

      Now that he was freed, he rubbed his wrists and ankles, massaging feeling back into them. It had faded from how he was confined.

      Fes took a deep breath. He focused on the wagon. There was the jostling around him, the steady swaying that threatened to slam him into either side wall, and the occasional jolt that sent him slamming into the ceiling. Each time he felt that he had resisted, fighting it, but he didn’t need to, did he?

      Fes began to move with the wagon, swaying from side to side, letting the sense of the wagon fill him. There was a rhythmic nature to it, and it reminded him of what he had heard when Tracen had been scraping off metal, forming the totem.

      The totem.

      He reached into his pocket and was relieved to find that they hadn’t taken that. Perhaps they thought it was only decorative, and with this, it probably was. But then, maybe it wasn’t. If Indra could animate her totems, was there any way for this totem to be animated in a similar way? Maybe not without Indra, but Fes preferred to keep this totem with him, just in case, even if it was nothing more than a reminder of his friend.

      When the wagon finally came to a stop, he remained motionless.

      Fes waited, expecting the door to the wagon to open anytime, but it didn’t. Every so often, he heard what he thought was the start of a voice, but it faded too quickly.

      Was there any way for him to break free?

      He had given up hope of that, thinking that doing so would involve breaking free of the wood of the wagon, and though he thought he might be able to if he were able to summon that power from his Deshazl magic, what if there were an easier way?

      There would be a lock holding him confined.

      Fes searched around the inside of the wagon. Though it was dark, and he couldn’t see well, he could see well enough that he noticed a faint outline where a door would be. He traced his fingers along the outline and pushed gently on it. He focused on the wood, trying to feel through it, continuing to push, pressing his hand against the wagon, letting the heat and power seep up within him. As he did, he felt a connection to the wood. He could feel the grains within it, the texture reminding him of the striations of dragon bones. He used that imagery and pressed through it, sending his slow connection to heat and power through the crack in the door, through the hinge, and it snapped.

      Fes hesitated. If anyone on the outside realized what he had done, they would rush to the wagon. He crouched in place, his body tensed as he waited to see if anyone would pull the door open, but no one did.

      Slowly, Fes pushed the door open and poked his head out. It was dark, and as he had thought, he was in a high-backed wagon. A line of other wagons stretched out behind him, most of them unguarded.

      They had intended to leave him here all night?

      Fes slowly crawled out of the wagon and stood crouched in the shadows of it.

      The moon was full overhead, and the bright light reflected off the side of the wagon. Something glittered in the moonlight, and Fes crawled beneath the wagon, running his hands toward what he had seen.

      It was a rack beneath the wagon.

      Inside the rack, he found a cloak. His cloak. Bundled inside the cloak were his daggers—and the swords.

      Could they really have just left them with him?

      Of course, they could have. They didn’t see him as any threat, especially not bound and chained inside the wagon. How could they have expected him to have escaped?

      Fes quickly pulled on his cloak, slipping the dagger sheath back around his waist, and sliding the daggers into it. Something was soothing about doing that. Lastly, he sheathed one of the swords. The other he kept unsheathed.

      Now he had a weapon. He had his weapons.

      His injured shoulder screamed at him, but not so much that he couldn’t move it.

      He had to figure out where he was and what they intended to do with him, and once he did, once he figured out what Alison was after, he could run for it. And then…

      Then he’d already decided. He would return to the capital. Once there, he would turn himself in, reach Jaken, and find out what had happened to Jayell. He could use that connection—and possibly Azithan—to find her. When he did, he would have to be prepared for how he would escape.

      But he now had some understanding of his Deshazl connection. He didn’t have to succumb to the rage to have that magic. He might not have the same control over it as Arudis did, but he wasn’t powerless. Even without a weapon, he had managed to escape shackles and the confines of the wagon.

      First, he had to figure out what was taking place here.

      There were other wagons. Why would there be?

      Fes stayed beneath the wagon he’d been held in and looked for signs of movement in the night. Now that he was free, his eyesight was gradually adjusting, and he was able to see the row of wagons more clearly. There had to be several dozen wagons, and in the distance, he smelled smoke, likely from a campfire.

      They had intended to leave him here all night.

      Bound and trapped. Like an animal.

      It was almost enough to send the rage seething up within him again, but Fes tamped it down.

      He stayed on the far side of the wagon, keeping it between him and the campfire, and scurried over to the next wagon. Like the one that he had been held in, this one was windowless, and at the back of it, he found a locked door. Fes grabbed one of his daggers and slipped it into the lock, gradually easing out some of his Deshazl power, letting it slowly creep out of him and into the lock. Gradually, that power exploded inside the lock, and he pulled open the door.

      As he feared, there was another person bound inside this wagon.

      They were older, probably in their forties or fifties, and the woman had peppered black hair that was disheveled from time in the wagon. Bruises along her face and arm stuck out in the moonlight. Her dress was tattered, and she blinked as she looked up at him.

      He raised a finger to his lips.

      “Who are you?” he whispered to her.

      “Please—”

      Fes reached into the wagon and clasped a hand on her mouth. She was going to be too loud, and he couldn’t have that, not until he understood what was taking place here. So far, he didn’t know, and until he understood, he wasn’t comfortable releasing her. He didn’t want her to make too much noise, because if she did, whoever had captured him would appear and if they had crossbows, there was only so much he could do against them.

      Somehow, he had to figure out what Arudis did when she froze people. If he could figure that out, he wouldn’t have to fear weapons like that.

      “I’m not the one responsible for your capture. I was captured too, and escaped.” He gradually removed his hand from her mouth and looked over at her. “What happened with you?”

      “We were in our village, and they came for us. I… I don’t know what happened. They bound us and put me in this wagon.”

      “How long have you been in it?”

      She shook her head. “Days. Weeks. I don’t know.”

      “Who took you? Did you know them?”

      “They came to my village. They destroyed it.”

      Fes tensed. He turned his attention back to the fire, suddenly much more afraid than he had been before. Could Alison have brought him to the Damhur? Could she have arranged it so that he was now captured by those who could control his Deshazl side? If she had, then even his newfound understanding of his magic might not be enough.

      Fes remembered all too well the way he had felt compelled. It had drawn on him, and had Arudis not been there, he doubted that he would have been able to resist.

      “What village?”

      “Salina.”

      Fes frowned. He’d heard that village name before, but where? How was it that he knew it?

      It came to him, albeit slower than it should have.

      The fisherman.

      This woman was from his village, one of the few that he hadn’t been able to save. And if she had been drawn out by the Calling, it meant that she had Deshazl blood within her.

      Fes took a step back, looking around the row of wagons. How many of these did?

      Possibly all of them. And if they did, if they all were Called, Fes had to do something to help them, didn’t he?

      Only… How could he when he couldn’t resist that magic on his own?
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      He crept slowly, moving along the line of wagons carefully. Fes counted as he went, trying to get a sense of how many wagons there were, curious to discover exactly what numbers they were dealing with, all the while wondering how Alison could be a part of this.

      It showed Fes how little he knew about Alison. If she were involved, if the rest of the rebellion was involved, then he hadn’t known anything about her at all, had he?

      And it meant Arudis had been right about this. Had she been right about everything she’d told him?

      He paused at a few of the wagons, trying to get a sense of whether they were all locked. From what he could tell, they were, and there didn’t seem to be anything that would easily unlock them. It meant that the people were trapped here, much as he had suspected.

      Fes moved away from the wagons, heading toward the campfire. He kept it in sight, approaching it slowly. With his cloak, he managed to be shadowed, though not nearly as much as he would prefer. It would be better were he able to conceal himself more effectively, but trapped here, he was forced to approach openly.

      Fes unsheathed his daggers, holding them tightly, one in each hand. He ran his finger along the hilt of the daggers, feeling the smooth surface. It calmed him, and he felt as if by doing that, he could get a better sense of what he needed to do. Somehow, he needed to counteract this. And somehow, he needed to avoid the effect of the Calling. If these others—the Damhur—all could perform a Calling, Fes was potentially in danger. He wouldn’t be able to resist the effect, and once it happened, once it overcame him, what would he do? What would become of him?

      Arudis had feared the Calling, and with her ability, with the power that he had seen from her, knowing that she feared it was reason enough for him to. But then, Fes had also felt the power within the Calling. He had known the way it had called to him, seemingly giving him no choice but to respond. If something like that came again, how could he have any hope of overcoming it?

      Maybe an understanding of his abilities, the fact that he could reach them more easily, might better equip him, but did he dare stake his life—and the lives of everyone else in this camp—on that?

      Fes wasn’t confident that he did.

      As he approached the campsite, he counted the men and women around the campfire. There were easily fifty, possibly more that he couldn’t see, and most of them lounged comfortably, seemingly unconcerned about their captives.

      Would they even have bothered to feed him?

      If they did, and they discovered that he was gone, they would raise the alarm.

      He had to be careful and watch for that.

      None of them were Alison. Fes didn’t know whether to be pleased or disturbed by that. It might be easier if he could find Alison and question her. But then, if he did, what would he say to her? Would any answer she gave appease him?

      Fes doubted that it would.

      Two men separated off from the rest of the camp. Fes watched them and realized that they were making their way toward the wagons.

      Maybe they weren’t as disorganized as they had appeared.

      He crept back to the wagons and kept an eye on the men as they went from wagon to wagon. One of them had a massive ring of keys, and he used that to open the door of each wagon.

      Fes’s gaze drifted to the wagon he had occupied and tried to calculate how long it would be before they reached him. Not long. Certainly not long enough for him to either get away or help the others.

      He could attack, and considering that they hadn’t managed to hide his weapons, he doubted that they feared him much, but would that raise the alarm even faster?

      There wasn’t much choice.

      Fes raced toward the wagon where he had unlocked it to see the woman inside. This would be where he would attack.

      And then he waited.

      It didn’t take long to hear the sound of their approach. At one of the wagons, there was a soft thunk, and a cry. The men had injured whoever was inside. Rage boiled within Fes, almost enough that he revealed himself sooner than he intended, but he refrained, holding out so that he could wait and see what might appear.

      And then they reached his wagon.

      They came with an arrogance, and they whispered, one of the men laughing. The keys jingled. Fes’s heart hammered in his chest.

      He wasn’t normally afraid when he fought, but there was something about this attack that made him nervous in ways that he normally wasn’t.

      They reached for the door, and Fes lunged.

      He stabbed one of the men in the thigh and jumped, reaching his mouth and slashing his dagger across his throat before he could cry out. This wasn’t a time for sentimentality. Given what they had done to him—and the others—this was a time for brutality.

      He spun and reached the other man before he had a chance to gather himself. He held up the ring of keys as if to brandish them as a weapon, and Fes merely smiled. He stabbed the man in the belly, twisting the dagger as he yanked it up, and blood spurted over his hand. He ignored the sensation as he kicked, keeping the man from making a sound.

      Fes grabbed the keys and pulled the door open.

      The woman inside jerked back. When she saw him, her eyes widened.

      “I think it’s time for us to get out of here,” Fes said.

      The woman nodded.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Nina,” she whispered.

      Fes nodded. “Nina. I’m Fes.” Catching himself, he decided to use his full name intentionally. “Fezarn.”

      Her eyes widened. “Fezarn?” she whispered.

      He tried the various keys for her shackles before finding the right one. It was a smaller key than the others, and there was only one like it. If he were lucky, maybe all of the shackles would be unlocked in the same way. If he weren’t, then he would have to test his burgeoning ability and see whether he could unleash it. He didn’t like the odds of success if it came to that.

      “There are others,” Nina said, her voice quavering.

      Fes helped her out of the back of the wagon and motioned to the line. “I see that. It looks like there are nearly thirty others, maybe more, depending on how many are in each wagon.”

      Nina’s breath caught. “So many?”

      “I don’t think your village was the only place that was hit. I was in another village when something similar occurred.”

      “Is that how they captured you?”

      Fes shook his head. “Not me. I was betrayed by someone I thought was a friend.”

      He took her hand, and she didn’t pull away, letting him guide her toward the next wagon. At that one, he jammed the key into the lock, twisting it to open the door. A young man waited inside, his mouth opened as if to scream. When he saw Fes and Nina, he started shaking.

      “I’m not here to hurt you. I’m going to try to get you out of here.” Fes glanced over at Nina. “Do you know him?”

      Nina shook her head. “I’ve seen him when we stopped, but I don’t know him.”

      “They let you out?”

      “They let us out for minutes at a time. They walk us as if we’re animals, and then throw food into the wagon.”

      Rage continued to fill Fes. They were treating these captives, people who may or may not be Deshazl, as nothing more than animals. His attention turned to the campfire. It glowed nearby, bright enough that he could practically imagine the sounds coming from it. He could almost imagine the songs sung by those who were free, and could almost feel the disdain.

      “Do you know why they want you?”

      “They never said.”

      Fes looked around. At night, it was difficult to determine where they were heading, but there had to be something in mind, especially if they were risking venturing into the empire and claiming people of the empire. But, if they had the help of the rebellion, it wouldn’t be nearly as risky as it might otherwise have been. With the help of the rebellion, they wouldn’t fear. They would have assets, people who could help, and perhaps they used that to move more easily.

      They helped the boy out of the wagon, and when he was down, he quickly noticed the line of wagons. “What do you want with us?” the boy asked.

      “I want to help get you free.”

      “What do you want in return?”

      Fes studied the boy. He had assumed that he was young, and he was, but that was the question of someone who had been through their share of problems. It was the kind of question that Fes would’ve asked, but then he had been hardened over time, and he had experience with people using—and abusing—people.

      “I want your safety.”

      “That’s it? That’s all you want?”

      Fes shook his head. “I’m not here to take advantage of you.” He turned away and reached the next wagon. When he unlocked it, he found an older girl, possibly nearly twenty, inside. She was disheveled, and her belly was round.

      “You’re pregnant,” Fes said. It wasn’t what he had intended to say, but it was what came out. Could they really be so brutal to a pregnant woman?

      The woman nodded and glanced at Nina, her eyes going wide. “Nina—” Fes turned to Nina. “You know her?”

      Nina nodded. “I know her. She is from Salina.”

      Fes made quick work of unlocking the shackles and carefully helped her out. “What’s happening?” the woman asked.

      “Fezarn intends to help us,” Nina whispered.

      The boy jerked his head around. “You’re Fezarn?”

      Fes frowned and nodded. “Why?”

      “I’ve heard stories about you helping them.”

      “Which them?”

      “Them.” He nodded toward the campfire. “They’ve mentioned your name. I’m sure of it.”

      “Seeing as how I was a captive, I have no intention of helping them.”

      “How do we know that you were a captive?”

      Nina glared at him. “Hush,” she said.

      “No. Look at him. He’s got weapons. How do we know he’s not with them? How do we know he’s not one of them?”

      Nina frowned and took a step away from Fes, backing up with the pregnant woman’s hand in hers.

      Fes motioned to the rack beneath the wagon. “What do you see there?” he asked.

      The boy eyed him suspiciously. “What do I see where?”

      “On that rack,” Fes said. He could tell that there was a bundle on the rack, though he might be the only one who could see it. His eyesight had always been good at night, and there was just enough extra light for him to see clearly enough.

      The boy backed away from Fes and crouched down. He pulled a bundle off the rack. “How did you know that was there? Did you put it there?”

      The pregnant woman lunged forward and grabbed the blanket the boy had pulled out. “They didn’t destroy it?”

      “What is it?” Fes asked.

      Nina stared at the blanket for a moment. “It’s something of value to her. It’s the birthing blanket that she was given by her mother.”

      “She’s been gone for years. When they came and destroyed our village, I thought they had destroyed this. It was the only thing I could grab, and when they caught me, they tore it away from me.”

      The boy spun away from Fes and headed over to the wagon that he’d been captive in. He scrambled under the wagon and reached for something underneath. When he popped back up, he held a bow and a quiver. He grabbed one arrow from the quiver and nocked it.

      “I don’t intend to do anything to you,” Fes said.

      “You might not, but how do we know that someone else won’t come? And how do I know I can even trust you?”

      “You wouldn’t be free if you couldn’t trust me.”

      “What’s your name?” Fes asked the pregnant woman.

      “Dobrah.”

      “Dobrah, do you think that you will be able to walk and keep up?”

      “How far do you think we’ll have to go?”

      Fes shook his head. “I don’t know. If we’re going to get away, then we have to be on foot.” As much as he might want to steal horses, he didn’t even know where the horses were, and even if they found them, they would make noise. On foot, they could sneak off in the darkness and, if they were lucky, they could be leagues away before their captors managed to catch up to them. That was if they were lucky. The other possibility was that they would be noticed long before they had a chance to escape. Every delay, every time they paused to talk, they delayed.

      He turned his attention to Nina. “She’s going to move slower than others,” he said. “I’m sorry, Dobrah, but with your pregnancy, you are going to move more slowly. Get started now. Head north.” Fes looked at the boy, saw the comfortable way that he held his bow and the arrow, and decided that he would have to do. “Take the boy for protection. You might not be much of a soldier, but having a bow might make your attackers pause before coming at you.”

      That was so long as the Calling didn’t drag them back without a fight.

      “What about you?” Nina asked.

      “I’m going to release as many as I can from these wagons.”

      “Where… Where should we meet you?”

      Fes looked north. He didn’t know where they were, and even if he did, where could they go that would keep everyone safe? If there were as many people trapped here as he suspected, there might not be any place for them to be safe. Ideally, he would get all to Arudis, but he had no way of knowing how to find her. Yet, if they could get north, maybe they could acquire horses. From there, he could guide them to Arudis. He knew where her village was and thought that he could reach her, so he had to hope that he could help these others.

      “Just keep traveling north. I shouldn’t be far behind you.”

      “The dragons grant you strength, Fezarn.”

      He stared at her. It was something from the followers of the Path of the Flame, and he wasn’t sure whether to trust that she said it without irony or not. He didn’t have much choice but to believe that she didn’t.

      “And you.”

      Before they started off, Fes grabbed the boy’s shoulders. He met his eyes. “Do you know how to handle that bow?”

      The boy glared at him. “I was one of the best shots in our village.”

      “Good. Now, if you even suspect that one of these people are coming after you, I want you to fire at them. Do you understand that?”

      The boy nodded. “What happens if it’s you?”

      “If it’s me, I’ll find some way of signaling.”

      “Some way?”

      “I don’t know what it is at this point, but there will be something.”

      He clasped the boy on the back and sent him away from the line of wagons.

      When they were gone, Fes went to the next wagon. He was trying key after key when he heard sounds behind him.

      He dropped to the ground, lowering the keys, and rolled beneath the wagon. It wasn’t long before several people approached.

      Women. At least two of them. The third could have been a man or not, but Fes wasn’t certain. And if they made it too much farther, they would see the two men he’d killed back near Nina’s wagon.

      He rolled free of the wagon and launched himself. He crashed into the two nearest him, slamming his fists into the backs of their necks. He put everything that he could into the punch, trying not to kill but preferring that to the alternative. If they made noise, the rest of the camp would be alerted.

      That left one person.

      It was one of the women. She carried a sack, and her hand was inside it.

      “Don’t scream or you’re dead,” Fes said.

      The woman’s eyes narrowed, and she focused on him, her jaw clenching.

      There was a strange stirring deep within him. It started slowly and built, a feeling that reminded him of what he’d experienced during the Calling.

      Fes clenched his jaw, glaring at the woman. He tried to move, but his body didn’t respond. Was this woman similar to the Damhur who had sent the Calling?

      Fes tried to push away the sense working through him, trying to ignore the effort that this woman was using on him. How could he overcome it?

      Somehow, Arudis had managed to do it, though Fes had seen how hard it had been, and exactly what it had taken out of her. She had struggled against the Calling and had almost not been strong enough to ignore it.

      Without any training, what did Fes think that he could do? How did he think that he could escape, especially when he had barely managed to escape when confronted by this the last time? It would be better to go with her. If he returned to his wagon, maybe he’d be unharmed. Maybe they would leave him, and he could simply exist.

      But if he did that, he knew what would happen. They intended to use him, treat him like an animal.

      If they did, would they bring out his Deshazl ability?

      Could it be that they would know how to use that ability better than he did?

      Maybe it would be better to go with them.

      No!

      He needed to fight.

      He focused not on the feeling of the Calling, but on the part of himself, the part that responded to the Calling. If he could focus on that, he could command that part of himself, he could seal it off, and maybe he could prevent her from using him.

      The pressure continued to build within him.

      As it did, and as Fes continued to fight it, he continued to focus on himself and not on what she was doing to him. With a great force of will, he tamped down the part of him that wanted to respond to the Calling.

      His body suddenly responded.

      Fes lunged forward, and her eyes widened as his fist connected with her forehead. He had meant to catch her on the side of the head, or perhaps even chop her on the neck, but he didn’t have complete control of his body.

      When he struck her, she collapsed.

      He crouched for a moment before reaching into her sack to see what she had been carrying. He wasn’t surprised to find that it was full of food, but it was little more than hunks of bread and old cheese.

      Was this what they were feeding everyone?

      He doubted that he had much time. This was now the second patrol that had made its way through here, and if he didn’t hurry, he wouldn’t be able to get to all of the wagons.

      He reached the next one, unlocking it to find an older man inside. “I’m here to help. Head north. The others will join you.” He made quick work of unlocking the shackles, and he freed the man, helping him out of the back of the wagon before moving onward. The man watched him for a few long moments before hobbling off.

      And Fes had thought Dobrah would be the slow one. If there were more people like this old man, all of them might be too slow to escape.

      One after another, Fes unlocked the wagons. Most of the people were young, many of them barely into their teens, though he came across a few who were in their twenties, and a couple who were much older, much like the man.

      When he reached the last wagon, he saw shadows moving near the campfire.

      It wouldn’t be long now. He had to hurry, and if he didn’t, then their captors would return.

      Maybe he should have done a better job with tying up the last three he’d beaten. What if they had come around? He had been so focused on getting everyone to freedom that he hadn’t paid any attention to them.

      The last wagon contained a man about Fes’s age.

      “Who are you?” the man asked.

      “A friend,” Fes said. “I’m here to get you free.”

      “Why should I believe you?”

      Fes unlocked the shackles and helped him out, making sure to keep a reasonable distance between him and the man. He was muscular, and if he attempted to attack, Fes wanted to be prepared to get out of the way. Even unarmed, he could pose something of a threat.

      “You see all these wagons?” Fes asked.

      “I see them.”

      “The others are all freed. We’re going to go and join them.” A shout rang out, and the man jerked toward the sound. Fes’s gaze turned toward it as well. He clenched his jaw. “You’re going to go join them.”

      “What about you?”

      “I think I’m going to be the diversion.”

      The man watched Fes for a long moment before he nodded to himself. “I’ll help.”
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      “We need to draw their attention away from the others,” Fes said.

      “How do you propose we do that?”

      “By taking them the opposite direction,” Fes said.

      “Which is?”

      “We go south.”

      “What’s to the south?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not entirely certain where we are, so I don’t know what’s to the south of us.”

      “I was taken from my home in Chesterd. I’ve only been a captive for a few days.”

      “Where is Chesterd?”

      “Not far from the coast.”

      He leaned on one of the wagons, poking his head out as he stared toward the fire. From here, he could see the flames dancing, close enough that he could practically feel the warmth coming off them. If they were heading toward the coast, then it was likely that whatever task they had been on was already done. Maybe the others were heading back across the sea. If so, then he had been lucky to get free.

      “How many others in your village were taken?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. I went out with the militia when the attack came. We tried to slow them, but we weren’t fast enough.”

      “What happened?” He suspected it would be the same experience the fishermen had, but maybe it was different.

      “I froze,” the man said. “I’ve never been in a fight before, not like that. I’ve brawled, but this was different. I had a sword, even if it wasn’t my own. I tried to fight, but there was something inside of me that wouldn’t respond. Every time I tried to move, it felt as if fear clenched my heart and kept me from going anywhere.”

      “I think that’s the magic of the Damhur.”

      “Damhur?”

      Fes shrugged. “That’s what… a friend… told me they were called. They have some power over certain people,” he said. Near the fire, a dozen or so people were separating from it, and it wouldn’t be long before they reached the wagons. Did they realize that the others hadn’t returned? Or worse, had one of the last three already returned, telling how Fes had not only attacked them, but had managed to escape her Calling?

      “It’s time to go,” he said.

      “I don’t even know your name.”

      “I’m Fes,” he said, thrusting his hand out.

      “I’m Nick.”

      “Well, Nick, we have to move fast. I hope you can run.”

      “I’m one of the fastest in my village.”

      Fes shook his head. “What is it about competition and villages?” he muttered.

      “What was that?” Nick asked.

      “Nothing. Stay close.” He hesitated, turning to Nick for a moment. “Do you know how to handle a sword?”

      “Not well. The last time…”

      “Hopefully, this won’t be like the last time. It’s not my plan to run in and attack. I plan to run away from our attackers, but I want you to be prepared if there is the need.”

      Fes unsheathed one of his swords and offered it out to Nick. There was a part of him that hesitated, but the sword wasn’t his. He’d stolen it, and he needed the help.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

      “It’s stolen from the Dragon Guard.”

      Nick’s breath caught. “You stole this from a Dragon Guard? Who are you?”

      “I already told you. I’m Fes.”

      He ran into the night, holding on to his daggers as he made no attempt to keep low—or quiet. Nick raced behind him, sword in hand, a step behind Fes.

      They were barely fifty yards from the lead wagon when he heard a shout.

      “We have to keep moving,” he urged Nick.

      Even though it was dark, Fes could make out the undulations and the terrain. It was somewhat rocky here, enough so that he would stumble if he weren’t able to see well.

      He glanced over at Nick and realized that he wasn’t having any difficulty either. Nick pulled up alongside him, sprinting. He glanced at Fes before hazarding a glance back. “I thought you were fast,” Fes said.

      “I am fast. Never met anyone who can run as fast as me.”

      Fes smiled. Maybe they would be able to get away. If their connection to the Deshazl granted them that, then perhaps he didn’t need to worry, not as he had.

      Something whizzed nearby.

      “What was that?” Panic had crept into Nick’s voice.

      “That’s an arrow,” Fes said.

      “You don’t seem to mind that they are shooting at us?”

      “I can’t do a whole lot to stop it, and besides, we need to keep drawing them away.”

      “Are we going to get away?”

      Fes grunted. “I hope so.”

      Another arrow whistled past, this one sinking into the ground barely two feet in front of him. They’d been lucky that it hadn’t hit.

      “If you began to feel—” he looked over and saw that Nick was slowing.

      “Ignore it. Focus on something deep within yourself, not on the Calling.”

      At least Nick was still moving. There was a part of Fes that had worried that he would stop entirely, but he hadn’t. He had slowed, which would make it more difficult for them, but he hadn’t stopped.

      Could Nick have a greater connection to the Deshazl than some of the others?

      “What’s the Calling?” Nick asked. His voice was strained, and sweat began to beat on his brow.

      “The Calling is what they are doing to us.”

      Strangely, Fes didn’t feel it. Did they direct it at Nick?

      Maybe they were trying to pick them off. Fes wasn’t going to allow Nick to be captured, not like that. He would defend him as best he could, though how was he going to do so? Was there any way to intervene?

      There probably was, especially as Arudis somehow could interrupt the Calling, or at least mitigate the effect.

      “I can’t.”

      “You can,” Fes said.

      He grabbed for Nick’s arm, and when he did, he felt a jolt.

      The Calling that struck Nick flowed into Fes, but when it did, he was aware of what was happening, and he tamped it down, controlling it the same way that he had when he had escaped the woman using it on him. Fes glanced over at Nick and saw the other man frowning.

      “You feel it, don’t you?” Fes asked.

      “I feel it, but I don’t know what it is.”

      “This is a part of you. This is why they captured you.”

      “But what is it?”

      “You—me—we are descended from the Deshazl. Because of that, they can control us, but we can learn to fight it.”

      “How did you learn to fight it?”

      Fes shook his head. He hadn’t been looking for Deshazl, but he had come across them. He hadn’t really been looking for anything other than a way to keep himself and Jayell safe. And now… Now he felt as if he were pulled into something much greater than himself. Now he felt as if he were obligated to be a part of it, regardless of whether or not he wanted to.

      But that couldn’t deny that he did want to be a part of this. If there were others like him, others with this surprising ability, he needed to be a part of it. He needed to know them, and he needed to know what they could do.

      “Fes—”

      He gripped Nick by the arm, dragging him along. “Just a little farther,” Fes said.

      “There’s nothing here,” Nick said.

      If they were near the coast, then they might have to swim. Normally, Fes wouldn’t even consider something like that, but with these others chasing them, with the Calling dragging him and Nick backward, seeking to pull them away, he didn’t have the luxury of choice.

      “Just a little farther,” he said.

      They ran, and there was the sound of shouting behind them, close enough that Fes didn’t dare risk turning. If they did, it would slow him, and more than that, he feared that it would compel him to follow the Calling. For now, he managed to ignore the sense of it, but would he be able to continue to ignore that if he looked back at them? Would he be able to ignore it if he met the eyes of his captors?

      He heard water.

      It came as great crashing waves, an unfamiliar sound, yet Fes still knew exactly what it was. He’d never been to the sea and had never heard the sound of waves slamming against the shore, but that had to be what he heard now.

      An arrow whistled by them, and Fes ducked his head. The arrow sped over him, narrowly missing him. He felt it as much as he heard it.

      They needed to run, and he feared moving too slowly. Just a few more steps. That was all he needed. He could hear the sea.

      “Where now?” Nick asked as the shoreline came into view.

      As Fes slowed, the effect of the Calling almost overwhelming him, Nick jerked him forward, dragging him along the shoreline. Far below, he could hear the sea crashing. It had to be hundreds of feet below them. This wasn’t any place that he could jump, not safely or with any hope of surviving.

      He risked glancing back. As he did, he saw the movement behind him. More people that he could count chased them, many of them with bows, several of swords held out, and all of them with anger burning in their eyes.

      If nothing else, they had managed to stay ahead of the Damhur and had managed to keep them safe. Hopefully, Dobrah and Nina and the boy had managed to find safety. The others could join them.

      But even if they did, where would they go?

      Nowhere. Without Fes to guide them, how would they find Arudis and the others? They wouldn’t know there were others, or even where to find them, and they would be left helpless.

      No. Fes was not going to run, not any longer.

      “What are you doing?” Nick asked, pulling on Fes.

      “I’m not running.”

      “You’re the one who wanted me to help you escape.”

      “You get moving,” Fes said. “I’m going to hold them off. I should be able to buy you enough time. If you can, circle around and head north. The others are there. If you’re as fast as you said, you shouldn’t have any difficulty catching up to them.”

      Nick shook his head. “This is suicide.”

      “No. This is what has to happen,” he said.

      He unsheathed the sword. It would be better fighting with that than the daggers. The sword had a greater reach, and using it, he thought that he might be able to hold them back longer.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      Why was he doing it?

      Could it be that he was doing it because of what happened to his parents?

      No. He did it because he needed to. He did it because these others had thought to use him. Because he wouldn’t run from them, and because he might be the only way that Nick managed to escape.

      “Go!”

      He turned to the others and raced toward them.

      The pursuit stopped and arrows whistled past him, but Fes ignored them, preferring to focus on the nearest attackers. Several of them had swords, and he slipped beneath their swinging blades, slicing through their bellies and continuing onward. Using the dragonglass sword, he was able to carve through them.

      All of the attackers didn’t have their attention on him.

      Why would that be? Why wouldn’t they focus on Fes?

      Because Nick fought next to him.

      He was unskilled, but whatever it was that made them Deshazl burned within Nick the same as it burned within Fes, and using that ability, Nick was able to cut through their attackers, slicing faster than the other men could act. Through it all, there came the sense of the Calling.

      He needed to find that person first.

      As Fes twisted through the attackers, carving them up, he found her.

      It was the same woman he had attacked before.

      Her eyes widened as she saw him. Pressure built, focusing on him, and he ignored the sense of what she was doing to him, focusing only on himself.

      His movements slowed, but they didn’t stop. Something slashed at his arm.

      Fes ignored the pain and slammed his shoulder forward, crashing into the nearest attacker, stomping on them before turning to the next person. With a sharp kick, he crumpled their knee and moved his attention on to another attacker.

      On and on he went, slamming his sword into one after the other before coming face to face with the woman.

      Power built around him.

      “You shouldn’t be able to ignore the Calling,” she said.

      “Because the others haven’t?”

      He saw movement behind him and twisted, realizing almost too late that Nick came at him. There was something deep in his eyes that told Fes he wasn’t in control.

      Fes kicked off to the side, catching the woman in the chest. Now was not the time to think about attacking a woman. If he didn’t bring her down, Nick would carve him up.

      Her control over him faltered, but only for a moment.

      Fes deflected the sword, trying it free from Nick’s grip. He took the blade and turned his attention to the woman, using the dual blades to slash at the nearest two attackers. Both men fell, dropping beneath the speed of his attack and the dragonglass blade.

      He turned away, and Nick slammed into him, almost forcing Fes to drop his sword.

      “Focus on yourself,” Fes said.

      “I. Can’t.”

      “You can. It’s in you,” Fes said.

      He turned his attention back to the woman. She had crawled away. Fes ran toward her, but Nick caught him from behind, forcing him away from her.

      The woman looked up. “You can’t win. Eventually, even you will lose control, and then I will have a much greater prize than I had realized.”

      “You will never win. Not with me.”

      “We had thought all of the true bloods were gone in these lands. It was my mistake not expecting someone to have such skill. Now that we know of you, there are ways of countering what you can do.”

      A surge came from her, and it was powerful, sudden, and it slammed into him.

      He froze in place.

      Every attempt to focus on himself, to focus on the power that was within him rather than what she was doing to him, failed. She was strong—stronger than what he could overcome, especially as he still didn’t fully understand his abilities.

      The woman stood. She stalked around him, circling him. “Impressive. You managed to destroy most of my men. It’s a good thing that you’ve left me with one capable soldier.”

      Nick grunted.

      Fes ignored her, focusing only on himself. If he could manage to free himself—even if only a little—then he might have a chance of breaking free from whatever it was that she was doing to him. But his body didn’t respond. It was so much like what Arudis had done, and he hadn’t been able to break free of that.

      The woman appeared before him. “When we return to my homeland, you will be trained. You will be broken. And you will serve.”

      Fes tried to open his jaw, but it wouldn’t work. He could speak without doing that. He could still breathe. “I. Will. Not. Serve.”

      She smiled. “You are an animal. And you are mine.”

      Something slammed into him from behind, and Fes staggered forward.

      One of his swords pierced her belly, and she gasped.

      With that, her control over him faded and Fes jerked his sword up, carving through her. Her eyes darted past Fes to Nick.

      He kept the sword in her belly and leaned over her. “Who are you?”

      “You have no right to speak,” she said.

      “No right? Seeing as how you’re the one dying, I think you have no right.”

      She met his eyes, holding her gaze with his. “Animal.”

      She gasped, taking one last breath before dying.

      Fes shook himself, finally free from her influence. He wiped his sword on her and turned to Nick. His face was ashen, and he stared at the fallen woman.

      “I wasn’t in control.”

      “I know.”

      “What was that?”

      “That was a Calling.”

      “How did she do that?”

      Fes shook his head. “I don’t know. However she did it, she’s gone. We need to find the others.”

      Nick looked around at the fallen bodies. When the woman had said they had killed most of her men, she had been mostly accurate. Between Fes and Nick, all of the men fighting for her were dead. Fes found no sadness within him. He took a deep breath, tapped Nick on the arm, and turned away, guiding him away from the sea and to the north.
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      It was near midday when Fes saw the collection of people moving across the rolling plain. They ambled—moving far more slowly than what Fes would have suspected—and he worried that they had been attacked, but none of them seemed injured.

      It dawned on him as they reached them that they move slowly because they were tired. They had been walking the better part of the entire night, and most of them would be incredibly tired. For that matter, Fes was exhausted. Somehow both he and Nick managed to continue going.

      “This is them?” Nick said.

      “These were all the captives.”

      “And they all are Deshazl?”

      Fes nodded. Nick had seemed to struggle with what that meant when Fes had shared it but had quickly gained acceptance. Fes was impressed by how fast he adjusted. Would he have been able to do the same if it were him?

      There wasn’t much choice. It was either adjust or die.

      Neither of them wanted to die.

      They hadn’t found any others as they made their way north, and partly that was intentional. He had guided them around where the campfire had been, not wanting to get too near to it. They had killed fifteen of the soldiers, and from what he’d remembered from sitting near the campfire, there had been nearly fifty, so there would be quite a few remaining. More than enough that Fes would struggle to stop them.

      The boy might be good with a bow, but how many of the others that they’d rescued would be capable fighters?

      Probably not enough to be valuable.

      When they reached them, the boy aimed his bow at Fes, pointing it at him.

      Fes waved his hand, not able to do much other than that. He was exhausted, and though he didn’t want to get shot by the boy, he wasn’t sure that he could come up with any other way of proving who he was.

      “They don’t seem like they’re excited about you coming,” Nick said.

      “I told them to shoot anybody who got too close,” he said.

      “Even you?”

      Fes shrugged. “I should have known that he would have taken that literally,” he said.

      When they reached the group, Nina looked at him and glanced at Nick before turning her attention back to Fes. “What happened? I thought you were going to join us before now?”

      “I got a little sidetracked trying to keep them from following.”

      Her eyes widened. “What did you do?”

      “We led them south.”

      “Just the two of you?”

      “We managed to reach the shore before they caught up to us.”

      “How did you get away?” Dobrah asked.

      Fes shook his head. “We fought. They died.” He looked around at the others. “Did everybody make it?”

      “As far as I can tell, everybody from the wagons is here. They all talked about a strange man who freed them and said to run north. When they came our way, Joey thought to shoot them, but we had to keep him from targeting everyone.”

      “I would’ve shot you,” Joey said.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” Fes said. “You still may have to use that bow of yours.”

      Joey’s eyes widened. “Do you promise?”

      “I wouldn’t be too excited about that,” Fes said.

      “Where should we go?” Nina asked.

      “There is a place, but it’s part of the north. It will take some work reaching it.”

      “What kind of place?” Nina asked.

      “A place where you can begin to understand why you were targeted. A place where there is someone who should be able to protect you.”

      “How do you know about this place?”

      Fes stared off into the distance. Arudis had wanted him to stay, and she had promised that she could help him understand what it meant to be Deshazl, and he had suspected that she would teach him to use his abilities, but had she known that by going off on his own, he would encounter others who needed him?

      She must have known. She knew that there had been other Callings. She knew that there had been other attacks.

      And some of these people might have been from there.

      “How much do you know about these people?” Fes asked Nina.

      She shrugged. “We haven’t talked a whole lot. Most of them were scared, and they wanted nothing more than to get to safety. When you didn’t come, we kept walking. We weren’t willing to simply stay in one place, not wanting to be caught.”

      “That was a good idea. Keep moving as long as you can. They don’t know which direction you headed, but—”

      “But they aren’t on foot,” Joey said.

      Fes shook his head. “I don’t think that they will be. They’ll be mounted, and that’s why we need to get some space between us and them. We need to have someplace that we can hunker down if it comes to it to let them move past.”

      And Fes suspected that they would keep moving. They had been discovered, and though Fes and the others had escaped, maybe they would return, thinking to Call others like him.

      Then again, how much did they risk the empire? How long would it be before someone managed to find them?

      Joey was looking behind Fes, and his eyes narrowed. “What’s that?”

      Fes turned to look and saw what Joey was pointing at.

      Behind them, moving quickly, came several dozen riders. None of them had wagons, but why would they? The wagons would only have slowed them.

      Fes glanced over at Nick, and they met each other’s gaze for a long moment. “That’s too many,” Fes said.

      “That’s too many for both of us,” Nick said.

      “Were you planning to fight?” Nina asked.

      “I don’t know that we can outrun them,” Fes said. Worse, with everyone as tired as they were, they might not even be able to outrun them.

      They were out in the open, with no place to go and no place to hide. Somehow, they needed to find a way out. Somehow, they needed to get free, but how would they do it?

      “Get everyone moving as quickly as they can,” he said. He turned to Nina. “Round up as many of them who have fighting ability. They can be useful.”

      “There aren’t many who have much fighting ability. Most of them are young women. The men are either too young or like Joey.”

      “Hey!”

      Nina shrugged. “I believe that you have some skill with a bow, but do you really think that you can face down a dozen soldiers? Two dozen?”

      “It’s more than that,” Fes said softly. “But we might need as many as we can who have some ability to fight. We need to find out whether we can withstand them.”

      He didn’t like their chances, but what choice did they have?

      Nina had a knack for organizing people, something that he had suspected considering the quick way that she had adjusted, keeping Dobrah safe when she had wondered whether Fes was a threat or not. She organized people into lines, pairing them off, getting everyone together so that they could keep tabs on someone else. Anyone with any fighting experience was sent to the back of the line, and Fes was surprised to find two women among them.

      “You fought?” Fes asked looking at a younger woman. She had strawberry blond hair braided on either side of her head. She couldn’t be more than fifteen or sixteen. There was a time when Fes would’ve considered her pretty, but she was too young for him now.

      “I have some experience with fighting,” she said. “My father always wanted to make sure that I could take care of myself.”

      “And your father?”

      “He served in the army for two terms.”

      Fes studied her. She was lean, and he hoped that meant she would be quick. Often times the smaller the person, the faster they were. Surprisingly, he saw that she carried a sword, which she must have rescued from the wagons. They viewed them as animals, nothing more than that, so why wouldn’t they have left their weapons behind?

      It was to their advantage that they viewed them as animals.

      “What of you?” He asked the second woman. She was tall, and her brunette hair was thick and wavy. Freckles dotted her face. There was something distinctly feminine about her, and he was surprised that she would volunteer to fight. She didn’t strike him as the kind who would have.

      “I have brothers,” she said.

      “A lot of women have brothers,” Nick said.

      The woman lunged at Nick, grabbing his wrist and swinging it behind him, pinning him and pushing him down. She glanced up at Fes. “I have brothers.”

      “What are your names?”

      “I’m Celine,” the strawberry blonde said.

      “I’m Sarah.”

      “Celine and Sarah, I don’t intend for us to have to fight, but if it comes to it, we need to be able to defend not only ourselves but the others. There are only a few of us who have any fighting experience.”

      In addition to Celine and Sarah, there were three other men—if they could be called that. Two of them were boys not much older than Joey, and neither had anything for weapons other than a broken stick that they must’ve grabbed somewhere along the way. One of them was an older man, and he was the one Fes had rescued who had moved off slowly.

      Somehow, these few would have to protect the many.

      Was it even possible?

      Nina got them moving and guided them quickly, heading across the land as quickly as possible, but Fes could tell that everyone that he’d rescued was tired. They had run off more quickly than this, and now they struggled to put any distance between themselves and the Damhur.

      It wouldn’t be fast enough. If it came to a fight, he didn’t like their odds, not with as few of them as there were, and not after seeing how someone with the ability to perform a Calling could turn some of them against the others.

      “We’re going to have to hide somewhere,” Fes said.

      Nick glanced over. “Where you think that we can hide?”

      “I don’t know, but somehow we’re going to have to find a place to go.” In the distance, a copse of trees gradually coalesced and became a forest. “What about there?” he asked, pointing.

      “Not there,” Nick said.

      “Why not?”

      “That forest isn’t safe.”

      “That forest might be the only thing that can keep us safe,” he said.

      “You don’t understand,” Nick said. “I know where we are, and that forest isn’t safe.”

      “If you know where we are, then do you know if there’s any other place that we can go? If that place isn’t safe, are there other places that are?”

      Nick looked around before shaking his head. “There aren’t any other places for us to go. There aren’t any villages near enough for us to reach.”

      “Even if we reached a village, I’m not sure that we should bring this kind of fight to them,” Sarah said.

      Fes looked over at her. It was a brave comment and the kind that he was surprised to hear anyone make. “We can’t lead them to a village, but we can lose them in the forest.”

      “We lose ourselves in the forest.”

      “Are you afraid that it’s haunted?” Joey asked. He smirked at the question.

      Nick shot him a hard glare. “When you grow up around here, you come to realize that there are places that are more powerful than others. This forest is one such place. It’s not that it’s haunted, it’s just that people who enter do not often leave.”

      “That sounds haunted to me,” Joey said.

      Fes looked behind him, staring at the Damhur approaching, moving far more quickly than what they could keep up with. They wouldn’t have much choice. They had to take the forest.

      Fes raced forward and reached Nina. “We need to head into the trees,” he said.

      She frowned. “There’s something… Dark about that place.”

      “Don’t be like Nick,” he said.

      “I’m not saying anything other than I don’t like the way that looks.”

      “We can’t fight them,” Fes said softly. “If it comes to that, they have a way of turning us against ourselves.”

      She glanced over at him, studying his face for a long moment before nodding. “The forest it is then.”

      They raced forward and reached the forest with the Damhur riding up behind them. When they disappeared into the trees, it was almost as if the forest swallowed them. A cold chill washed over him and fog settled around the forest floor, making it difficult to see very far.

      “This is perfect,” he said.

      “We need to stay together,” Nick said. “If we don’t, we can get separated, and that’s how others have been lost here.”

      “Then we don’t get separated,” Fes said.

      Nick watched him for a long moment before sighing. “I don’t like this.”

      “It’s better here than dead.” An idea came to Fes. “Keep moving. I will find you.”

      Nina frowned at him. “How do you expect to find us in here?”

      “I’ll figure it out. We can use the fog to disorient them. We can use it to our advantage.”

      Nick shook his head. “You can’t really think to attack all of them here.”

      “I don’t know that we have much choice. If we don’t try something—anything—even if we make it through the forest, we still have to worry about them chasing us.”

      “And we move together, and we outrun them. They’re on horseback, and it’s more likely than not they will get separated before we do.” Nina watched him, her eyes practically begging him to stay together.

      If he left them, they would be unprotected. Sure, there were some who had some ability to fight—and Fes had been with Nick long enough to know that he was capable, but what would happen if he died? Would they still manage to escape?

      Even if they escaped, what would happen if these others caught up to them?

      “All right. Let’s keep going.” He looked around but could barely see everyone through the fog. “Take hands. Stay together.”

      He and Nina took the lead, and they plunged into the forest. The fog became thicker, swirling around them. It was strange, almost something alive, and he understood Nick’s reservation about entering the forest in the first place. There was something powerful about it.

      “What is this place?” Nina asked.

      “I don’t know. Nick didn’t like it.”

      “It’s strange. Almost like the forest doesn’t want us to be here.”

      “It doesn’t want us to be here,” Nick said. “Do you feel how warm it is?”

      Fes frowned. He hadn’t paid much attention to it, but now that Nick said that, he realized that the air had been warmer ever since they had entered the forest. He hadn’t paid much attention to it before then, and now that he did, he wondered why it should be so different.

      “What’s that from?”

      “It’s from this forest. Like I said, there’s something strange about it. Everyone who’s been here knows to stay away. The forest doesn’t want us here.”

      “How do you know the forest doesn’t want you here if you’ve never been in it?” Nina asked.

      Fes smiled to himself. It was a funny question, even more so coming from Nina, who he could tell he was unsettled by the forest, but despite that discomfort, she still managed to find a certain strength.

      “I haven’t been willing to come here,” he said.

      “Maybe the Damhur following us will feel the same way,” Nina said.

      “They aren’t from here,” Nick said. “They won’t know that this isn’t a place for them—or anyone.”

      They walked on. Even the trees were difficult to see through the fog. Every so often, Fes had a sense of movement, but then it was gone, disappearing into the thickness of the fog. He would pause from time to time, and they would take account of how many of them were still together. He feared to lose even a single person. If they did, there would be no way of finding where they’d gone and no way of getting them back. The longer he went, the more he realized that it was a good thing he hadn’t separated from them. He would have been lost.

      “What if they circle around the forest?” somebody said behind them.

      Fes glanced over at Nina, and they met each other’s eyes. “I hadn’t considered that,” Nina said.

      Nick shook his head. “The forest is enormous. Circling around it wouldn’t be easy, even on horseback. And we could come out anywhere.”

      After a while, the sound of an owl hooting suggested that it must be nighttime, though it was no darker than it had been.

      “I think we need to rest,” Fes said. He certainly did. He was exhausted from nearly two days of walking, and if he didn’t sleep, he was afraid that if they were attacked, he might not have the strength to carry on, and certainly wouldn’t have any strength to fight back.

      “Here?” Nick asked.

      “I don’t know how much farther we have to go, but if the forest is as immense as you said, then we need to take a break. We can’t all keep walking like this. They were tired when we reached them, Nick.”

      “We can keep going,” Nina said.

      “We could, but should we?”

      “We can keep going,” she said again.

      He frowned at her for a moment before nodding. The fact that she wanted to continue onward told him just how uncomfortable she was. She was nervous here, and it was a feeling that he understood, but it was one that was dangerous, too.

      They walked for what seemed like another hour, nothing changing around them.

      “Okay. I think you’re right,” she said.

      “Right about what?”

      “Right about the fact that we need to take a break. My legs are burning, and I can barely keep my eyes open as I’m walking. I can’t imagine how you are doing it considering that you fought your way to freedom.”

      “I’m barely hanging on,” he said.

      “That’s good to know. I thought that you somehow were superhuman.”

      Fes smiled but wondered whether or not she could even see it.

      They signaled for a stop, and all around them, they settled in, taking a seat on spongy ground. They used the base of trees to rest against and leaned against them. Everyone stayed touching someone else, and Fes doubted that anyone would rest comfortably—or well—but at least they could get some rest.

      “We should take turns standing guard,” Fes said. “Several of us.”

      “Who’s stuck with it first?” Nina asked. She squeezed his hand, staying close to him.

      He sighed. “I will. If we can find two or three others, that should be enough to keep an eye out for whether anything happens.”

      If it did, he wasn’t sure that they would have time to react, but hopefully the forest would keep them concealed, and if they were in any danger, he hoped that it wasn’t from the Damhur pursuing them into the trees, or worse, something about the forest itself.
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      Fes jolted awake. How long had he been sleeping? Long enough that he’d begun to dream, and in those dreams, he had seen visions of things that couldn’t be real—at least, they were no longer real. In those dreams, he’d seen a massive blue-scaled dragon flying high overhead. In the dream, the dragon had spouted flames from its nose, snorting streamers of fire that Fes could practically feel when he awoke.

      A sheen of sweat coated him.

      It took a moment to remember where he was and what he’d been doing, but when he came around, he saw that he was lying in the forest. There were two others on either side of him, Nina and Dobrah, and they were both still sound asleep. The dense fog that they had seen when they first came to the forest persisted, though there was an almost translucent quality to it that hadn’t been there before.

      Was the fog lifting?

      The longer he stared, the more he was sure that he could see through the fog, something that he hadn’t been able to do prior to drifting off.

      If that was happening, he needed to be ready. The others would be able to see through the fog as well, and they needed to be prepared for whatever the Damhur might do and however they might sweep into the forest, chasing after them.

      As he rubbed sleep from his eyes, he saw that everyone with him was sleeping. So much for having a watch. Even Fes had failed at his responsibility, falling asleep rather than maintaining the watch as he had promised.

      He stood up, checking as he often did to ensure that he still had his weapons, and made a steady circle of the ring of people he’d rescued. Deshazl. They were all Deshazl, and Fes still wasn’t certain what it meant that he’d saved this many people who were susceptible to the Calling. It was half as many people as Arudis had with her, but enough that it would bolster her numbers.

      To a certain extent, all of them were like Fes. All of them had a strange connection to the dragons, a connection that Fes still didn’t understand, but with his continued dreams about dragons, and the continued ability that he had shown, he began to think in terms of what kind of power that his Deshazl connection allowed him rather than questioning why he should have it.

      It might’ve been easier to be a fire mage. At least were he a fire mage, he might have a place to go to learn to hone those abilities. He could go to the temple and study, master that ability, but what Fes could do was so different from the fire mages.

      As he finished his circle, he took a seat near Nina and Dobrah. Both still slept soundly, and Fes watched them sleep. They needed the sleep.

      As he watched, he thought he heard movement behind him.

      Fes jolted to his feet and spun. There was nothing back there.

      He stared into the depths of the forest, trying to pierce the veil of shadows from the fog, but he could see nothing.

      Now more than ever, he was certain that the fog was more translucent. Either it was lifting or he was learning some way of seeing through it. It was much more likely that the fog was lifting, which placed all of them in a greater danger. The fog frightened them, but there was something protective about the blanket of mist that hung around them. If they could barely see more than a few paces in front of them, it meant that their potential attackers wouldn’t be able to see them, either.

      The sense of movement came again, only this time to his left.

      Fes jerked around and stared into the depths of the forest. What was it that he was detecting?

      It was probably only his imagination, but could it be the Damhur?

      They had been on horseback, but that didn’t mean they would stay on horseback. The horses would place them at a disadvantage in the soft forest. Even walking, Fes and his group had struggled with stepping over and around twisted and gnarled roots that tried to grab at their feet. He couldn’t imagine what it must be like trying to guide a horse through it. Especially if he couldn’t see through it.

      That didn’t mean that the Damhur couldn’t have tied their horses up and come on foot. It would have leveled the playing field somewhat, and it would’ve put them into a position where they could more easily escape by running.

      Once again, the sense of movement caught his attention and Fes jerked around, looking on the far side of the circle.

      He made his way into the middle of the ring of people. No one moved; the noise he’d been making since he’d awoken not enough to startle anyone. What did that say about their safety here in the forest? If none of them had woken with all of Fes’s movement, they really couldn’t have been safe, could they?

      What was it that he kept detecting?

      An idea came to him, but it left him scared. Could it be that the Damhur were taking up places around them?

      If they’d been seen, it would be only a matter of time before they attacked.

      Fes looked down to Dobrah. She slept soundly, her round belly holding the child within. She deserved safety and protection. Her unborn child deserved those things as well. His gaze drifted over to Nina, and he wanted to defend her. Even Nick, a man so capable of fighting and protecting himself deserved that protection. Lying next to Nick were Sarah and Joey.

      They were people who he had rescued. They were his responsibility, though it might be beyond his ability to protect them. Somehow, he needed to get them to Arudis, who could do a much better job protecting them from a Calling than Fes could ever do.

      When the sense of movement came again, he spun and raced across the circle, jumping over the sleeping form of Celine, landing on the outside of the circle.

      Once there, the fog seemed thicker again. Fes glanced back, curious whether he only imagined it, but his circle of Deshazl faded into the mist.

      Maybe he had been mistaken. If he had, he didn’t want to abandon them, leaving them here, possibly having something happen to them because of his abandonment. Besides, he had no way of finding his way back were he to venture off. If the fog did thicken again, Fes wouldn’t be able to see well enough to find them.

      There might be something he could use.

      He hurried over to Dobrah and grabbed her blanket, pulling it from underneath her arm. “I’m sorry,” he said in a whisper.

      She would have to understand. What he needed to do was to protect everyone with him, not only her.

      Plucking one of the threads in the blanket, he began to unravel the knitting. It came apart quickly, and he tied one end to Nina’s foot before racing off into the forest, heading toward where he’d last thought he sensed movement.

      The fog swallowed him.

      Fes glanced down at the bundle of yarn. He wouldn’t have long before it ran out, which limited how far he could—and should—go.

      When he reached the end of the yarn, he still hadn’t found anything.

      Fes started back, tracing the line of yarn as he went. As he neared the circle, the bundle of yarn full in his hand, he once more thought he saw movement. This time, it came to his right. Fes turned and raced toward what he’d seen, letting out a trail of yarn as he went.

      Was that a shadow that he saw?

      He couldn’t be certain. There was no sound, nothing that told him that what he thought he detected was real. It could all be his imagination, possibly even suspicions that came from the residual dream. He’d certainly not seen anything that made him worry about the Damhur having tracked them this far into the forest.

      Strangely, it seemed warmer than it had been.

      It was possible that it came from all of the running he’d been doing. The forest had been warm the entire time they’d been here, almost a swamp, with heat radiating up from the forest floor, as if the upper branches—branches that they couldn’t see—trapped the air in place.

      Despite what he had been feeling, it now felt even warmer.

      Should he be worried?

      Warmth like that wasn’t a sign of the Damhur, but Fes didn’t know what it could be a sign of. Whatever was happening left him unsettled.

      When he reached the end of the yarn, he spun, heading back the direction that he’d come. The yarn had caught around the branch of a tree, and as Fes unraveled it, the thread snapped.

      His breath caught, and he jumped for the loose end that trailed off into the fog, but he couldn’t find it.

      Where to go?

      He thought he knew which direction it had been, but now he wasn’t sure. Cursing himself for his stupidity, Fes headed carefully forward, drifting through the fog, worried that he was heading in the wrong direction.

      Did it seem as if the fog were getting even thicker than before?

      He had the sense of movement all around him, but Fes refused to turn. If he did, he would lose track of which way he’d been heading. That was the only thing that he had, the only way that he thought he could find his way back to the circle.

      Another sense of movement caught his attention, and he jolted, jerking to one side before catching himself.

      And now he didn’t know which way to set his feet.

      He stood staring into the thick fog, trying to pick up what he needed to be doing.

      The remains of the thread in his hand served as a reminder of his mistake. Fes stuffed that into one of his pockets and grabbed for his daggers. If he were going to get caught in the forest by some strange creature, he would at least do so armed.

      As he unsheathed his daggers, the dragonglass seemed to be glowing.

      That had to be his imagination, didn’t it?

      The longer that he stared at it, the more confident he was that it was glowing.

      What would make the dragonglass glow like that?

      He held the daggers out in front of him, and strangely, it seemed as if they pushed back the fog.

      Taking inspiration from that, he sheathed one of his daggers and pulled out the long dragonglass sword. Like the daggers, the blade seemed to glow with a soft white light. As it did, it pushed back the shadows even more than what the daggers had done. It made the fog retreat, almost as if it feared the dragonglass.

      He swept the sword around in an arc, searching for the thread. It was brightly colored, died mostly orange and red, and shouldn’t be terribly hard to pick up in the forest. Everything around him was muted colors, drab greens and browns, but the detritus from fallen leaves obscured any sign of the yarn.

      With the light from the dragonglass sword, Fes was better able to see just how strange the forest itself was. The trees had wide bases, and their roots twisted along the forest floor, almost as if they twined together. In the space between the roots, the ground was spongy and soft. Remnants of fallen leaves littered the ground everywhere around him. Most had long since browned, but in some places, the leaves were still brightly colored, hints of red and yellow and even some pale green.

      Were it not for the fog, Fes would find the forest itself incredibly comforting. With the fog, he felt nothing but fear.

      He wasn’t much of a tracker and didn’t have skill navigating places like this, but he’d lived long enough on his own and had traveled enough outside of the city to know that he shouldn’t feel afraid of something as silly as the forest.

      Even a forest that potentially had some strange creature stalking him.

      At least he could now see.

      There had to be some way of picking up which way he was heading. The circle of light coming off the sword wasn’t enough for him to see clearly, but it was enough to know which way he was going. He took a few steps and headed through a gap in the trees. If only the trees themselves would provide some guidance, but they didn’t.

      He had been so caught up on following the trail of yarn, he hadn’t focused on what he’d been doing, but each step had been unstable, and he could use the memory of those steps to guide him, couldn’t he?

      He focused on the sensation as he walked and realized that he could detect the pressure, almost the sense of a presence, coming from the trees. He weaved between the trees, heading in what he thought was the right direction, but the longer he walked, the more certain he was that he’d made a mistake. If this was the right direction, he should have come across the Damhur by now.

      He was going to lose them in the forest.

      Nick had been right to be scared of the forest. Fes should have trusted him and should have listened when Nick had said that he feared the forest. Instead, he had dismissed that fear, though had they not come into the forest, they would have been caught by the Damhur and either placed back into captivity or killed.

      At least coming into the forest had bought them more time, though had it only delayed their dying?

      No. Not all of their dying. Only his. The others would stay together. Nina was strong, and she would guide them from the forest. Fes was certain of it. When she did, she might not know where to go, but Fes had to count on the fact that she would likely keep them all together.

      Why did Fes worry that they weren’t safe?

      Likely it had to do with the fact that everyone had been sleeping, and they hadn’t come around. That bothered him. They shouldn’t have been out quite like that. Could the fog or the forest itself be locking them into a slumber?

      Fes had to push those ideas away. It gave too much credit to the forest itself.

      Once again, the sense of movement came near him, and he turned, aiming his sword in the direction that he’d seen.

      This time there was no question that a shadowed form was out there.

      Rather than turning away from it, Fes headed toward that shadowed form. As he went, the sense of it continued to build, rising all around him. Fes squeezed the hilt of the sword, holding it in both hands, ready for anything. Would an attack come? If it did, he could merely separate from the fog at any moment. The rim of clear space formed by the glowing blade wasn’t enough to give him nearly enough time to react if he were attacked. Yet, Fes was determined to be ready.

      If nothing else, maybe he could follow the movement back to the others. If he could reach the rest of the Deshazl, he would… What? It might be better to lead whatever it was away from his people. It was better that he face this thing than all of them suffer, wasn’t it?

      Fes took another couple trembling steps, and with each step, the fog around him shifted. Movement came from his left, and he turned, the sword parting the shadows there.

      What was he detecting?

      “Who are you?” he called out, breaking the silence around him.

      His voice was muted, almost as if the fog itself swallowed it.

      Another couple steps, and again the sense of movement came, this time to his right.

      Fes swung around and called out the same as he had before. “Who’s there?”

      Did it seem as if his voice carried farther than before?

      He couldn’t tell. Maybe it did. Maybe that was only his imagination.

      “Reveal yourself.”

      Shadows seemed to fill the fog, practically swallowing it. That had to be his imagination. It started toward him, and with it came a growing sense of heat. With the heat, the rim of light surrounding his sword receded, almost as if whatever it was that approached him pushed back against the protection the sword offered.

      Fes remained frozen, fear hammering in his chest.

      “Who’s out there?” he called again.

      “Fes?”

      It was a muted shout, and it came from in front of him. It meant that he would have to go through the shadow, and he didn’t want to. Everything in his being told him that he shouldn’t, but he was sure that he’d heard his name and convinced that the people he wanted to find were out there.

      “I’m here!”

      He squeezed his eyes shut and took a step forward.

      The shadows didn’t seem to move. Maybe they were only his imagination and nothing real. Another couple of steps and he thought that they began to lift, clearing.

      A few more steps.

      The sense of movement came from behind him, but Fes refused to turn. That had been his mistake before, and he now had hope.

      “Where are you?” he called into the fog.

      “Fes?”

      It seemed to come from his right, and he turned a little bit, following the sound of the voice.

      With another few steps, he finally emerged back out of the fog, practically tripping over one of the Deshazl.

      When he stepped inside the ring of Deshazl, the fog faded, becoming more translucent once more, the same as it had been when he’d been here before.

      Fes sighed, breathing out heavily and collapsing on the ground.

      On the far side of the circle, Nina watched him. She held the bundled line of yarn and her hand. Next to her, Dobrah still slept. Fes looked around the circle and saw that many of the Deshazl still slept. She looked at him, meeting his gaze. “What happened?”

      “I saw something.”

      “Did you figure out what it was?”

      He shook his head. “It’s out there. I’m sure of it, and I was afraid that it was the Damhur.”

      “You ventured into the forest on your own to confront the Damhur?”

      “I did it because I wasn’t sure,” Fes said.

      His heart continued to pound, and he wondered if it would ever ease up. He wanted nothing more than to get out of the forest.

      “When I woke up and you were gone…”

      Fes nodded. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to abandon you or anyone.”

      “I wouldn’t have thought that.”

      Fes made a slow turn, looking out into the forest. As he did, he had no sign of movement, nothing like what he had been detecting before. Maybe it had been nothing more than his imagination.

      “When everyone wakes, I want us to move as quickly as possible.”

      Nina studied him for a long moment before nodding.
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      They had been walking for the better part of the day. As they went, the fog seemed to push on them. Fes carried one sword, and Nick carried the other, creating rims of light around them, pushing back the fog. He didn’t understand how it worked, but the fact that it did was enough to give him a little bit of comfort. All of the Deshazl crowded around him and Nick, using their light to stick together. They were a solemn and somber group, and they traveled silently. Even if they spoke, their voices were swallowed by the fog in the forest.

      They had found no evidence of the Damhur. Fes was thankful for that but feared that perhaps they had chosen not to travel through the forest. It was possible that they had decided to circle around, and maybe they had people stationed all along the edge of the forest, waiting for them to emerge.

      They lost all sense of direction as they went. They thought they were traveling straight, but the trees forced them to take a meandering sort of path, especially as they tried to navigate between them. For all he knew, they were circling back around and would end up right back where they started. He didn’t say any of that to his companions. They needed his certainty that they would reach safety.

      “What can you tell me about this forest?” Fes asked Nick after they’d been walking in silence for what seemed like hours.

      “I don’t know much,” Nick said.

      “You have to know something. You acted like you knew something.”

      Nick looked over at him, and it seemed as if a debate warred in his eyes. “Nothing but rumors.”

      “What kind of rumors?” Nina asked. Since coming around, she had regained her confidence. Fes wasn’t surprised. Everything he’d seen from Nina told him that she was incredibly capable.

      “Do you feel the heat?” Nick asked.

      The people around them were nodding. Several started to listen, looking over at Nick as they walked.

      “It’s not like that anywhere else but in the forest. Even right at the edge, it’s cooler, the way most would expect for it to be. But here, under these trees, there isn’t any of that cool air. It’s hot and humid, and some have taken to calling it the Dragon’s Breath.”

      Someone chuckled, but Fes couldn’t tell who it might be.

      “Why would they call it the Dragon’s Breath?” Joey asked.

      Nick glanced around him before his gaze settled on Fes, however briefly. “It’s a rumor, that’s all.”

      “What kind of rumor?” Nina asked.

      “There are some who believe the forest is home to dragons.”

      “Dragons?” Joey asked. “The dragons are all gone. The empire killed them centuries ago.”

      Fes looked around, his heart hammering again. The empire had killed them, hadn’t they? And yet, he remembered the story that Arudis had told him, and he wasn’t certain. Maybe the empire hadn’t killed all the dragons. Now that Fes had some experience with these others, he believed that dragons had been controlled. If the Deshazl did have a shared connection with dragons, it was entirely believable that they were controlled the same way that he had almost been by the Calling.

      “Like I said, they’re nothing but rumors,” Nick said.

      “Wouldn’t it be something?” Joey whispered excitedly.

      “What would be something?”

      “If the dragons still lived. Can you just imagine seeing a dragon?”

      “I don’t want to see a dragon,” Nick said.

      Fes glanced over at Nick. The other man was frowning, looking at Joey for a long moment before turning his attention back in front of him, staring out into the depths of the forest.

      “Why wouldn’t you want to see dragons?”

      “I’ve seen what they can do,” Nick said softly.

      “You have?” Joey asked.

      Nick looked up, meeting Joey’s eyes. “Close enough.” Nick turned away.

      “Well?” Joey said.

      Nina tapped him on the arm and shook her head, but Joey didn’t seem to take the hint.

      “Why won’t you tell me?”

      “Because he’s seen a fire mage,” Fes said softly. “As have I. The fire mages use the power of the dragons. I’ve seen powerful fire mages do terrible things.”

      Joey watched Fes with an expression of awe. “What were they like?”

      “They use the power of dragons,” Nina said. There was something almost chiding in the way that she spoke, and Fes was reminded that she followed the Path of the Flame. He had forgotten about that, though he knew that he shouldn’t have.

      How many others here would follow that path? How many others here would be devout, believing that the dragons were something sacred and to be revered? And how would they react if they were to know the way that the Damhur would use the dragons?

      The others didn’t revere the dragons. They abused them, the same way that they would have abused the Deshazl had they managed to keep them controlled.

      “I was just saying—”

      “We know what you were just saying,” Nina said.

      They fell into a silence, continuing to make their way through the forest. How long had it been that they’d been walking? Long enough that Fes had lost track of time. Long enough that his thighs burned. Long enough that his throat was dry and his stomach rumbled.

      They needed to get out of the forest, and soon. Everyone would need something to drink and eat, and they would need to rest. Fes wasn’t sure that they should rest in the forest again.

      “Let’s take a break,” Fes said.

      Nina glanced at him before nodding. She made quick work of getting everyone organized, and they all took a seat, most of them crouching with backs against the trunks of two nearby trees. Nick stayed in between them, the light from his sword pushing back the fog, making it so that no one would get lost. He remained silent.

      Fes watched him, wondering what he’d gone through. Nick had some experience with fire mages, and whatever experience it was had left him angry. It was a feeling that Fes thought he understood, though his reasons were very different.

      “Do you think the dragons could be in the forest?” Nina asked, taking a seat next to him.

      “There are no living dragons,” Fes said.

      “Even after what Nick said?”

      Fes looked at Nick. He sat between two large groups of people, the sword resting on his knees. His eyes had a haunted look to them, and he stared blankly. What had he seen? What had he gone through? Whatever it had been had been awful. Fes hadn’t noticed it before and felt bad for the fact that he hadn’t. It was something that he would have to address with Nick at some point, but for now, they needed to focus on getting themselves out of the forest.

      “I’ve seen dozens and dozens of dragon relics,” Fes said. “Nowhere has there been any evidence that the dragons still live.”

      He remembered what Jayell had said about fire mages going off, seemingly returning with even more relics, a constant supply that should not be unless the dragon still lived. Was it possible that living dragons remained?

      Maybe the dragons hadn’t been killed and had only disappeared, going into hiding so that they couldn’t be used by the Damhur.

      He looked around. Why not here? Why not a forest?

      He knew the answer to that. The dragons wouldn’t disappear into the forest because they wouldn’t have a chance to fly.

      But then, if they flew, they risked exposing themselves. If he were to attempt to hide, he would sacrifice the one defining feature that might reveal his presence. Most agreed that dragons were incredibly intelligent. With that being the case, then it seemed likely that the dragons would have known to hide. But that relied upon the empire not having some way of finding them. Fes wasn’t certain whether or not that was the case.

      “Just think if they still lived,” Nina said, her voice taking on a faraway quality. “How much would be different?”

      “Do you remember how you felt when you were taken?”

      She nodded. “I felt helpless. I wanted to run, but my body didn’t react. It was almost as if I froze.” She looked at Fes, and a flush came to her cheeks.

      “You didn’t freeze because you’re weak or anything like that.”

      “I didn’t say—”

      Fes smiled and patted her on the arm. “You didn’t have to. You weren’t the only one who had that reaction when you faced them.”

      “You?”

      Fes sighed. “I wish that had been my experience. I was betrayed by a friend, and they knocked me out. By the time I came around, I was in the wagon and confined.”

      “Then why ask about how I froze?”

      “I ask only because you have mentioned how great you think it might be for the dragons to return.”

      “It would be great,” she said.

      “Maybe. But these others have a connection to us, and we have a connection to the dragons. If they can force us to freeze and can force some of us to fight each other, just think what they could do to a dragon.” His voice had gone quiet, low enough that he was careful that the others with them wouldn’t overhear him speaking. He didn’t want to scare anyone.

      “They can control dragons?”

      “That’s what I’ve been told,” he said.

      Nina swallowed. “Well. If the dragons still live, then we would need to do whatever we can to protect them.”

      “I’m not sure that there’s anything we can do that would protect them,” he said.

      “I thought you said that we shared a connection with the dragons.”

      “As far as I know, we do.”

      “Then we would need to use that connection.”

      Fes watched her for a moment. “Right now, I mostly concerned about bringing you and the others to safety.”

      “Maybe that shouldn’t be all that you’re focused on.”

      Fes frowned.

      “What if you should be focused on something greater than yourself?”

      He looked around at the others there with them. “I think that I am focused on something greater than myself. If it was only on myself, I wouldn’t have stayed with you.”

      Nina watched him for a moment before turning her attention to the others. “Tell me about this friend of yours.”

      “She was captured when we were attempting something stupid. We thought we needed to break into the fire mage temple so that we could get artifacts that she could use to defend ourselves.”

      “Your friend is a fire mage?”

      “My friend was a fire mage. Now she’s…”

      Fes wasn’t quite sure what to say Jayell was. She didn’t want to be a fire mage any longer, but Fes had continued to use her in that way. How could she be anything other than a fire mage, especially with as often as she had been asked to use her talents?

      “I didn’t know,” Nina said.

      “How could you?”

      “That’s why you are doing this?”

      “That’s why all of this started. Had she not been captured, and had I not gone to find help to rescue her, I doubt I would have been captured.”

      And had he not been captured, he wouldn’t have been able to save all of these people. As difficult as it was, there was value in what had happened.

      “When we get out of the forest, what do you intend for us?”

      There was more in her question then what he knew she was getting at. He could tell that what really worried her was whether he would abandon them. And it was a valid question, especially considering that all he wanted was to find some way of reaching Jayell, but he wasn’t sure how he would get to her. How could he, especially as he didn’t know if she was even still within the fire mage temple? It was possible that they had brought her somewhere else.

      It was also possible that she had reverted back to the person she’d been. Could she have changed, have allowed herself to return to serving as a fire mage?

      Fes didn’t think so. She wanted more than what could be found within the fire mage temple, but what if they had some way of persuading her?

      “There’s a place that I think I can guide everyone. Once I do, once everyone is safe, then I will go after my friend.”

      “What happens if you can’t reach her?”

      “I don’t want to think about that.”

      And when he did reach Jayell, then his tasks changed. From there, he would focus on figuring out what Alison had done and why she had betrayed him. It angered him, knowing that she had betrayed him, and it angered him not knowing whether or not anything between them had ever been real.

      He nodded, motioning to Nina that it was time to keep moving. She studied him for a moment before making her way around the base of the trees, sending word to everyone that it was time for them to depart. She reached Nick last, and when she got to him, he looked up at her, that haunted look in his eyes making him seem almost empty.

      They started out, attempting to continue in the same direction as they weaved through the trees. No one spoke, and Fes felt as if there were almost a sense of sadness hanging over their party, almost a pall that seemed to come as much from the forest as it did from anything else. They paused a few more times, each time resting for long stretches, and when they did, no one spoke. Even Nina gave Fes space. Had he angered her?

      Maybe it was just that she, like everyone else, wanted out of the forest. Maybe it was only that she worried about what would happen to them after they left. Fes didn’t have good answers for that. They were Deshazl, but none of them understood exactly what that meant. Even Fes didn’t understand. Serving as Deshazl meant that they had a shared bloodline, but what use was that shared bloodline if they didn’t have those they cared about around them?

      He thought of Dobrah and her unborn child. What would she do, especially if she couldn’t find the child’s father? Nina probably had someone special. She was too proud and strong and impressive a woman not to. The younger people had families, too. All of them would want to return to their families, but how could they? Would it even be possible, especially as they had been separated from their families?

      They had been walking for an unknown duration of time when it seemed as if the trees began to grow more widely spaced. The fog around them started to lift, and even the heat retreated.

      Fes raised a hand and leaned over to Nick. “I think we’re at the edge of the forest.”

      Nick looked around, and the haunted expression on his eyes changed, fading for a moment. “The edge? Could we have traveled so far?”

      “Look,” Fes said.

      Nick looked at the forest, and part of the emptiness in his eyes began to fade. “Could we really have survived the Dragon’s Breath?”

      Fes laughed softly. “Well, most of us have to be descended from the Deshazl, so surviving the Dragon’s Breath makes sense.”

      The mood of the group lifted, and all around him everyone seemed to have a better attitude. There was more chatter than there had been in hours or days—Fes had lost track of how long they’d been traveling. People smiled, and a few laughed, something that hadn’t happened since they had started into the trees.

      A few more steps and traces of sunlight appeared.

      “I think—”

      Fes cut off, feeling a sudden pressure upon him.

      He recognized that sense and jerked his head around to see all of the people with him having glazed eyes, staring blankly and straight ahead.

      A Calling.

      Where was the person performing the Calling? They had to be nearby, close enough that they would influence them, and how would they have known that they were appearing?

      Unless they hadn’t known. Maybe they’d been trying to use the Calling on the forest, anticipating that the Deshazl would appear. Maybe they had used the Calling for a very different purpose. If they believed that dragons were inside the forest as Nick suggested, then it was possible that the Calling was to draw them out.

      “We have to fight this,” he said. His voice carried farther than it had in quite some time, and he realized too late that he would have raised attention.

      “What. Is. It?” Nina’s words were stilted, and a panicked expression had widened her brow.

      The others with them couldn’t move. They were frozen.

      Fes looked at Nick. He remained in place, but Fes couldn’t tell whether he was frozen in place or whether he was trying to fight off the effect of the Calling.

      “Nick?”

      Nick looked over at him, his eyes searching. “Fes? I can feel it. It’s like before.”

      “Do the same thing as you did before. Ignore the Calling. Ignore the sense that you feel.”

      Fes unsheathed his sword and started forward.

      “Where are you going?” Nina asked, gritting her teeth and somehow managing to spit out the question.

      “None of us will be safe if we don’t end this Calling,” he said.

      “What happens if they take you?” she asked.

      “They won’t take me.”

      Fes reached the edge of the forest. From here, the sun shone overhead, no longer blocked by the treetops. A cool breeze gusted, pushing back the heat from within the forest—the dragon’s breath. He scanned the horizon, wondering how many he would see. How many of the Damhur would there be?

      At first, he saw nothing. And then he noticed them.

      Three, sitting on a small rise in the distance, seated on horses and staring at the forest. How many of them were soldiers and how many of them could perform a Calling?

      Fes couldn’t tell, not from here.

      He would have to work quickly and somehow find a way to cut them down, stop them from their Calling.

      Fes held the sword in hand, gripping the hilt with both hands as he started away from the trees. As before, Nick joined him, carrying the other sword.

      “Are you fighting it?” he asked.

      “I am. But they’re trying to get me to come. Can you feel it?”

      It surprised Fes. He couldn’t feel it, not like what Nick was describing. Could it be that they weren’t using the Calling on him? Or, could it be that he had developed enough that he could ignore it altogether?

      That last seemed unlikely, especially as he did know a few things about how to ignore it completely, and he didn’t feel it had any effect of the Calling. He thought that he should feel something, but there wasn’t any sense.

      As they neared the two people whose dark gazes stared at them, power built. Fes realized both of them were performing the Calling.

      “Just two of you animals?” This came from the man. He was in his thirties, with dark hair and a pointed nose. A sharp beard lined his chin. “Where are the rest?”

      “In the forest,” Nick said.

      Fes lunged. As he did, his body seemed to freeze in midair, caught by the power of whatever it was they did to him.

      “Interesting,” the woman said. She looked to be about the same age as the man, and she studied Fes with an edge of interest, but little more than that. She regarded him as someone would a horse, and perhaps that was all he was to her.

      Had they survived the forest only to get captured here?

      “How is it that you escaped?”

      “He knows how to fight,” Nick said.

      It might’ve been better had Fes come alone. He remained rigid, his entire body motionless, and as much as he wanted to move, he couldn’t.

      “This one knows how to fight?” The woman climbed up the horse, and she stopped in front of Fes, seemingly unconcerned about the sword that he held out from him. Maybe she wasn’t concerned at all. With their ability to keep him from moving, there wasn’t much that he could do to fight them. Even if he could, he didn’t know if he could be fast enough against three of them, all likely able to hold him in place.

      “You will help us capture the others—”

      He cut off, an arrow sinking into his chest. Fes was suddenly freed, and he lunged, reaching the woman, but a sword blocked him.

      Nick’s sword.

      “Fight it,” Fes said. The other veered off and headed toward the forest.

      How long would they have before he reached them? How many of them could he Call at one time? Would they all be able to fight? Joey’s arrow had struck true, bringing down the man, but they might not have time for him to do the same thing again.

      Fes backed up, careful to block Nick’s attack, sweeping his sword in a short arc, following the movements of the other man, not wanting to attack too aggressively.

      Nick wasn’t completely helpless with the sword. He had some skill, which made it more difficult. Fes had to focus even more on Nick, diverting his attention from the woman.

      Thankfully, he didn’t feel the effect of her Calling on him, not as he had. That meant that the man had been the one responsible for his Calling, or possibly she couldn’t maintain such focus all at one time. Maybe she had to keep her focus on Nick to control him as much as she did.

      “I imagine that you would be powerful,” she said from the side, and Fes ignored her. “Someone like you would be useful to us, the kind of person we could train and turn into a capable soldier. Someone like you would restore greatness to our people. We could use you and reclaim these lands.”

      Fes almost faltered. “Reclaim?”

      He knew that he shouldn’t question, but he didn’t understand what was happening, other than the fact that these people had invaded the empire and were trying to reach the Deshazl. Why? What did they hope to accomplish?

      If it involved reclaiming some land that they believed was theirs, then it was possible that they would be more difficult to fight off than he had thought.

      And how many other Deshazl did they have?

      If there were more, men and women who had the same dragon gift as he and the others he’d found in the wagons, they would be a formidable opponent. With his ability to cut through spells, he could imagine how they would have no difficulty bringing down fire mages.

      The one strength of the empire would be neutralized.

      All he had wanted was to remain neutral. These others were bringing him into a fight that he wanted nothing to do with.

      Nick swung his sword, but he dropped his shoulder too much, and Fes spun, jamming him in the back with his elbow, sending Nick staggering.

      Fes twisted around and started toward the woman.

      Somehow, she managed to stop him, sending a controlling blast in his direction. He froze in place.

      “Fes?”

      He wanted to turn and look at Nick, but he couldn’t. Everything he had was focused on trying to overcome this Calling.

      “You can only control one of us,” Fes said.

      The woman clasped her hands in front of her, staring at Fes. “Perhaps. But what happens if I control the most powerful of you?”

      Something surged through Fes, and regardless of what he wanted to do, he was forced to fight Nick. Everything in his being, everything that was within him, wanted to knock him back. He attacked, swinging the sword around to crush the man. He would destroy him, and he would bring power to this woman. He would bring glory to her. And she would be pleased with him.

      That was the reward. He wanted to please her.

      A faint and distant part of his mind rebelled, but Fes ignored it. He hacked at Nick, and the other man stumbled back.

      Something about it seemed wrong, though Fes couldn’t quite place what it was. Why did it feel wrong to fight this man? All he wanted was to knock him back, to bring glory to his mistress, and he could do that by defeating him.

      That same nagging irritation built within him, and this time Fes didn’t ignore it. He let it build and recognized why he could feel so uncomfortable.

      Nick was his friend.

      He hadn’t known him long, but that didn’t matter. They shared Deshazl blood, and they were more alike than they were similar to this woman. She was nothing but someone who would use him.

      Fes reached for one of his daggers and slipped it from his sheath. There came the sense of satisfaction from the woman, and he had a surge of desire to please her, but Fes held on to that part of himself, the part that recognized this wasn’t right and turned his attention to the woman.

      She glared at him. “End this.”

      A surge of pleasure went through him.

      All he wanted was to accommodate her. Everything within him wanted to do exactly as she asked, knowing that it would please her.

      But it wouldn’t please him.

      He threw the dagger. It tumbled end over end before sliding into her chest.

      When it did, the power holding him disappeared.

      He shook himself briefly and went to reclaim his dagger, wiping it on the woman’s jacket. “The others,” Fes said.

      He looked back to the edge of the forest, and the man who was there had fallen from his horse. Sarah and Celine stood around him, looking down at his motionless body.

      Fes smiled to himself. Maybe they would be strong enough.

      “Fes?”

      He turned his attention to Nick. “Listen. Nick. I wasn’t in control. You have to—”

      “I know that you are. The same thing happened to me, so I know that you weren’t able to stop what she was making you do. But that’s not it.”

      “What is it?”

      “Look.” Nick pointed to the south, and Fes followed the direction. There on the plain rode dozens of soldiers. As he watched, he had the same sense building within him.

      A Calling.

      Fes’s heart sank. Would it never end?
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      They ran. Everybody moved quickly, racing forward as they headed across the land, striving for a place of safety. They needed someplace to hide, preferably someplace that would allow them to ignore the Calling, but where?

      “Do you know any place around here?” he asked Nick.

      “This is well beyond my homeland,” Nick said.

      Fes looked at the others. Everybody was running faster and moving more quickly than he would’ve expected. Maybe there was something about their Deshazl connection that allowed them to run fast. If that were the case, he was thankful for it. Even Dobrah managed to keep a quick step, though she clasped her hands underneath her belly, almost as if holding the baby inside.

      “We could have returned to the forest,” Nina said.

      Fes glanced over. Her face was strange from the effort of their run, and he wondered how much longer she would be able to maintain this pace. He had the same question about everybody else and worried the least about Nina, knowing that she would continue to run as quickly as she needed and probably would last much longer than the others.

      “Would you really want to stay in the forest?” It was hard to get the question out as he raced. Between the effort he exerted and the pounding of his heart, Fes struggled.

      Nina shook her head. “I don’t know how much longer I could have stayed there.”

      “I don’t think we were in any danger,” Fes said.

      “Maybe not, but even not in any danger, it seemed as if we weren’t welcome. Does that make any sense?”

      Fes nodded. “It makes complete sense. I felt the same way.”

      Nick watched them. “It’s the dragons.”

      “I don’t think there are any dragons in the forest,” Fes said.

      “But if there were, don’t you think that they would have enough power to make us feel uncomfortable and exile us from the forest?”

      “Why would they let us live?” Joey asked. Fes had congratulated him on his shot, and the boy had shrugged it off as if it weren’t any sort of issue. He sprinted, light on his feet, having no apparent difficulty with keeping this rigorous pace. Then again, he was young, among the youngest of them, so Fes wasn’t entirely surprised that Joey would be able to keep up.

      “Because we share a connection,” Nina said. She looked at Fes as she did, practically daring him to challenge her.

      “What does that mean?” Joey asked.

      “It means that the reason that the Calling works on all of us is because we are descended from a race of people called Deshazl. The Deshazl shared a connection with the dragons. There’s a power within our blood, and these others use that power to Call us. To control us.”

      Joey laughed. “We’re dragons?”

      “We aren’t dragons,” Fes said, “but we share a connection to them.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “Because I feel that connection,” Fes said. “If you focus, you can feel it too. That connection is within each of us, the burning sense that fills us. That connection allows us to do great things.”

      “Like what?” Joey asked.

      “Like stop a fire mage’s spell,” Fes said.

      Joey’s eyes widened, and Nick stared at him. He still needed to find out what it was that Nick had experienced, and why he had such issues with the fire mages. What had happened to him? Why did he fear them?

      “We can ignore the fire mage spells? That would be a great power. We could take over the empire!” Joey said, running in front of Fes.

      “I don’t think we would be able to overthrow the empire. I don’t know that we want to,” he said.

      “Well, I’m not saying that I want to throw the empire, but if we have this power, why can’t we use it?”

      “I think that you can,” he said.

      “Can we learn?”

      “That’s where I want to take you,” Fes said. “There’s a woman who understands her abilities, and I think she could help you.”

      Joey sucked in a breath and spun around to rejoin Fes running forward. “You could help me?”

      “You. Everyone. She understands what it means to be Deshazl. She has some incredible power, nothing like anything I’ve ever seen before. She is the first person I saw who was able to ignore the Calling,” Fes said.

      “Where is she?” Nina asked.

      “She’s in a small village north of here.”

      “How far north?” Nina asked. “I don’t know how much longer I will be able to run.”

      So far, they were managing to keep distance between them and the Damhur, but Fes didn’t how much longer that would be the case. How long before they were caught?

      “I don’t know. I don’t know the landscape well enough to be able to answer that for you. It’s possible that we’re close.” If they were, that would be some kind of miracle. But then, how could they be close? He had traveled north through the forest, and they hadn’t been so far north that they should be able to escape, but what if they did find someplace?

      As they ran, Fes continued to guide them, feeling as if he were compelled to follow a particular path. Maybe it was the easier way, or maybe there was some part of him that knew where he needed to go. Either way, he kept them moving quickly, racing across the land.

      It was near dusk when he saw an outline of buildings.

      “I don’t know how much longer we can go,” Nina said.

      “I don’t think we have to go much longer at all,” Fes said. “Look.”

      As they ran, the buildings became clearer, and they were familiar.

      It was the village.

      It didn’t seem to have anyone here, but maybe that didn’t matter. If they could find a place to hide, even if it involved going underground, then they could be safe. They reached the village and Fes turned, looking back to see the line of riders cresting the hill.

      “They’re going to catch us, aren’t they?” Dobrah asked.

      Fes guided them to one of the buildings, and they all began to file inside. He led them to the back room, searching for the door, throwing it open and pointing for them to head down the stairs.

      “What is this place?” Nick asked as everyone began to make their way down the stairs.

      “A dragon bunker. It’s a place used in the old wars. I had thought that they were used to hide from the dragon attacks, but I wonder if there wasn’t a different purpose to them,” Fes said.

      Nick eyed him for a long moment but headed down the stairs, following the others. When everyone was through, Fes closed the door and found a lock, slapping it into place. He headed down the stairs, and when they reached the bottom, the storeroom that he knew to be there, he looked for signs of anyone else.

      It was empty. Arudis wasn’t here. This was the same place, but… He was too late.

      Fes hadn’t expected them to be here, not really. There would’ve been no reason for them to have remained here, not with the others having attacked with a Calling. No. It made more sense for them to have disappeared, and made more sense for them to have gone on to some other place for safety.

      “We’re going to be trapped here,” Nina said.

      “We can hide. I’ve done it once before,” Fes said.

      “You’ve hidden here?”

      He nodded.

      “What happens when that Calling draws us?”

      “Then we fight it.”

      “I… I don’t know that I can fight it. When we were in the trees, it was too strong. It wasn’t until you attacked them that I was freed from it.”

      Fes looked around the room. Everyone had made it this far, and he marveled at the fact that they were all still safe. He was pleased by that and pleased by the fact that no one had been lost in the forest, but this deep into the empire, they should be safe. They shouldn’t have to fear strange others and their ability to attack. They shouldn’t have to worry about what might happen, and they shouldn’t have to fear for their safety in the village and an ancient bunker.

      Fes motioned for everybody to keep moving back. There was another storeroom farther along the hallway, and maybe it would be deep enough that they would be strengthened by it. He wanted to keep them as far away from the Calling as possible, maybe put enough doors in between that they could be safe.

      Another possibility came to him.

      Could they draw the Damhur down here and then escape?

      If they did, maybe he could trap the Damhur down here, and they could steal their horses and ride to safety.

      Doing so would be tricky—and dangerous.

      “What is it?” Nina asked.

      “Just a plan.”

      “Why do I get the sense that this plan might not be particularly safe?”

      Fes looked around at the others. They had proven themselves far more capable than he would have expected. “Because it’s not.”

      They reached the back room and, as he feared, it was empty. Even the dragon relics that he’d seen here were gone. Arudis and the others had cleaned it out, removing everything of value. In a way, Fes was glad that they had, not wanting to have left anything behind for the Damhur to claim.

      “Keep them here,” he said to Nick.

      “Where are you going to go?”

      “I’m going to see if I can find another way out.”

      Nick’s eyes widened, and he nodded at Fes.

      He closed the door behind him, blocking the thirty Deshazl inside, and searched the hallways for other doors. When he found one, he threw it open and discovered a small room. Much like the others, it was empty, a layer of dust coating everything. How long had it been since anyone had been in this room? There weren’t any footprints in the dust, so even when Arudis and her people had been here, they had not come into this room.

      That meant it likely didn’t lead out again.

      What had she said about this place? There was a mixture of old and new in the village. Some of it was a remnant from the ancient war, a time from when the empire was building, and some were new, the village growing, taking on a life of its own.

      Maybe this room led nowhere, though if it were anything like the other dragon bunker he’d been to, it once would have led someplace.

      Fes turned to another door, and behind this one, there wasn’t the same layer of dust as there was in the last. People had been through here, sweeping it clean. There was a feeling of activity through here, a feeling that he didn’t have even in the main hallway.

      Fes looked along the walls and found a faint seam, a hidden door, and ran his fingers along it. There didn’t seem to be any way to trigger the door open, but there had to be.

      Hadn’t Arudis used some strange technique to open these doors?

      It had been her Deshazl connection. Fes was sure of that, but how?

      He hurried along the hall, feeling the wall, and tried to reach deep inside himself for that Deshazl connection. It was there, faint but real, and he pushed, drawing that sense up from within himself.

      As he placed his hands on the door, he let that part of himself, that mixture of rage and anger, begin to seep from him, drifting from his hands into the door.

      It happened slowly, but as it did, Fes felt something changing.

      It didn’t change him, but there was a change to the door.

      With a sudden click, the stone popped inward by several finger widths.

      Fes grabbed it and pried it open. On the other side, he poked his head in, looking to see whether there was a stairway as he hoped. He didn’t see a stair, only another room.

      That wasn’t what he wanted. He needed a way out.

      Fes closed the door, pressing it until it clicked, and headed back to the hallway. He stood there for a moment, feeling the steady, building pressure around him. There was a Calling. He could feel it, but it wasn’t anything quite like what he’d experienced when he’d been here before. This Calling had power to it, but not quite the same. He was able to ignore it, at least for now. How much longer would he be able to? How long would it be before he would feel compelled to respond?

      He had to continue to fight.

      The others had to continue to fight.

      Would they be strong enough to do so?

      Hopefully, they were hidden well enough, tucked away where the Calling couldn’t draw them out. Maybe they would remain frozen, nothing more.

      Fes searched the hall and hesitated.

      Was that footsteps that he heard?

      If it was, then the Damhur were coming. He wouldn’t have much time before they reached him, so he would need to move quickly. The lock would hold for only so long.

      Fes resisted the urge to run and check the lock. If he did, there wasn’t anything that he would learn. Instead, he hurried along the hall, checking other doors. Behind each door, he came to places that were much like the others. Each of them was empty, storerooms that no longer stored anything.

      When he was in the hallway, he heard the sound of footsteps again.

      Fes raced toward the end of the hall and reached the door that blocked off his people from the Damhur.

      Inside, Nina looked at Fes, her eyes wide. “What did you find?”

      “Not what I had hoped.”

      “We’re trapped?” Nick asked.

      Several other people began to murmur softly, and Fes shot him a silencing look. Nick didn’t seem to see it, or if he did, he didn’t seem to care.

      “We are not trapped. We’ll get out of here.”

      Nina looked at him. “How do you intend for us to get out of here?”

      “There has to be another entrance. In one of the other rooms, there was a secret door, and I’m hopeful that we can find another one like that.”

      “Like this?”

      Fes turned to see Dobrah standing near one of the walls. She was patting a section of the wall, and he realized that it had a seam around it much like the one that he’d seen in the other storeroom. “Just like that,” he said.

      He traced the outline of the door and slowly let the connection to Deshazl build within him, then eased it out. It was a controlled rage that he poured from himself. With a soft shifting and a sudden click, the door opened just enough for him to grab the edge of it and pry it all the way open.

      Nina and Nick crowded up behind him, with Joey trying to jump up over their shoulder. “Where do you think this leads?” he asked.

      Fes pulled the door open, holding it slowly, carefully, not wanting to pull it open too quickly in case there was something behind it.

      There wasn’t. Only a stair.

      He glanced back, nodding to the others. “This is what I was looking for.”

      “Where does this staircase lead?” Nina whispered.

      There were voices in the hall outside the room, and with it came a steady building, the sense of a Calling. It wasn’t nearly as potent as some of the Callings Fes had felt, but near enough that he was worried about it. Would others here be susceptible to it? Would they struggle to resist its effect?

      “Get everybody into the staircase,” he said.

      “What are you going to do?”

      Fes unsheathed his sword and stepped back out into the room. “Whatever it takes to get you time. That stair should lead to a building up above. We need to get them down here and have them searching. Take their horses and go.”

      Nina grabbed his arm and pulled him toward her. “We’re not going without you, Fes.”

      He glanced over at the door. If they pulled it closed from the other side, would the Damhur be able to open it? They wouldn’t have the same connection to the Deshazl, so they might not be able to open it.

      The voices on the other side of the door loomed closer. His heart pounded, and the sense of the Calling filled him. Surprisingly, no one else seemed affected.

      Were they targeting him?

      It would be better if they were. Fes hoped that he could ignore it, at least for a while. When everyone reached the stair, closing it off, Fes backed toward the door before hesitating.

      Maybe there would be some way to barricade the door.

      One of the shelves. Fes dragged it, hating that it made noise, but if they could convince the Damhur that the people inside were hiding, that they weren’t attempting to escape, then they would be able to buy themselves more time.

      The shelf scraped across the ground, and he dropped it in front of the doorway just as the door began to open. It slammed shut on the Damhur trying to open it from the other side.

      Fes raced back toward the hidden door and pulled it closed behind him. All around him were the Deshazl on the stairs, and Fes could feel them standing, waiting. He slipped past them in the darkness, still holding his sword. When he reached the front of the line of Deshazl, Nina waited.

      “What did you do?”

      “Hopefully, I managed to give us a little time.”

      At the top of the stairs, they found another door. This one was much like the hidden one and required him to use his Deshazl connection to open it. More than ever, Fes believed that this was a place to hide from the Damhur and not so much a place to hide from the dragons as he had once thought. There were other places like this throughout the empire, enough that he had to know that these others once had traveled through here, likely Calling Deshazl, intending to use them.

      How many had been Called?

      With the door at the top open, he pulled it open carefully and poked his head outside. Faint sunlight drifted overhead, and he realized that they emerged in a crumpled building. Was this one that had been destroyed before, or was this one that had been rebuilt and subsequently destroyed when the Damhur had come last time?

      He glanced back at Nina. “Wait here.”

      “Fes—”

      He shook his head. “We don’t know what we’re going to come across. Pull the door closed behind me.”

      Nina stared at him for a moment before nodding. When he stepped out, the door closed with a soft click, a sense of finality coming with it.

      He resisted the urge to shiver. How many of the Damhur would he come across?

      If only there had been some way to ensure that they would have been drawn into the space beneath, but there hadn’t been any way to draw them down short of making more noise than he already had.

      Hopefully, the fact that they believed there were this many Deshazl trapped underground, and that the Deshazl had managed to escape and avoid them for as long as they had, would encourage them to send more people. Wouldn’t they need to if they were worried about what the Deshazl might do?

      He remained in the shadows of the crumbling building, waiting and looking out into the village. His mind drifted back to the last time he had been in a barracks like this and when he had faced mercenaries, thinking that was the most frightening thing that he could face. At that time, it had been the most frightening thing he could face. That was before he knew to fear the Damhur, and knew to fear the effect of the Calling.

      The last time he had been through something like this, he had not been equipped for a fight. He could ask Nick or several of the others who were skilled, but Fes hesitated to do so. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust them, it was just that he had nearly killed Nick the last time when the Calling had overwhelmed him, and he didn’t want to do the same thing again.

      It was better to go alone.

      He darted to the next building over, pressing up against it.

      Waiting for signs that he had been seen, his entire body felt on edge. The sense of the Deshazl filled him, and he barely controlled the anger and rage seething within him. These others had attacked. They had confined people who had no way of defending themselves, and they had intended to bring them somewhere far from their home. All of that did nothing but make him angry—incredibly so.

      No one came, and Fes crept around the edge of the building, looking for signs of movement. Where were the horses?

      He thought it unlikely that they would worry about him or the other Deshazl stealing horses. These others wouldn’t think that he and the Deshazl were able to think like that. They viewed them as less than people. They viewed them as animals.

      He would show them just what kind of animal he was.

      No. He had to push back that sense of anger and rage, forcing it into the back of his mind. Doing that, acting like that, would do nothing more than draw even more attention to them. They didn’t need attention. They needed to escape.

      Find the horses and escape.

      He raced off toward the next building and poked his head around.

      There was no sign of any of the Damhur. There was no sign of horses. There was nothing. Could they all have gone below?

      If they had, now would be a time to go. Move the Deshazl out of the village, race away while they were searching, and get as far as they could from here.

      At the next building, he saw movement.

      Fes stared, watching until he saw that there were two, but no more than that.

      He held onto that barely controlled anger and lunged forward, cutting down one of the men before he was aware Fes was there. Fes spun, feeling the sense of the Calling for the briefest of moments until he slashed through the other person, who fell with a spray of blood.

      Thankfully, neither man had made a sound as they had fallen.

      Fes dragged them toward the nearest building and pulled open the door, forcing the bodies inside. It would do nothing to mask the blood staining the ground, but he could at least conceal the bodies so that anyone who might be on patrol wouldn’t see what he had done.

      He stayed in the doorframe, looking out for a moment before creeping back out. Two more buildings and he reached the edge of the village.

      Would he even be able to find his way back?

      He thought that he could. The buildings looked dissimilar enough that he should be able to find it, and with the destruction that had happened recently, there were only a few that looked stable enough to be where he had emerged from below ground.

      At the edge of the village, he saw a small copse of trees. Tied there were the horses.

      Three guards stood monitoring dozens of horses.

      Now wasn’t the time to attack. First, he wanted to get the Deshazl out, and once they were there, once they followed him, then he could race forward and attack the men guarding the horses. Fes made a circuit of the village, hurrying from place to place, and came across another pair of scouts that he cut down and hid in another building. There was no sign of any of the Damhur. Either they were inside, having gone underground, or they were hiding.

      When he raced back to the building he had come from, a nervous energy filled him. Using his Deshazl connection, he opened the door. For a moment, he feared that they wouldn’t be down there, but Nick jabbed forward with the sword. Fes blocked it.

      “It’s you,” Nick said.

      “Come on,” Fes said. He stepped off to the side, and the Deshazl hurriedly came out of the stairs and back up into the village. “Nick—take Sarah and Celine and guard the rear of the line. Follow me.” He turned to Joey. “I want you to keep an eye out. If you see anything moving, use that bow of yours.”

      Joey tried to smile, but it lacked any of his usual bravado. He was scared, the same as the rest of the Deshazl.

      Fes guided them through the village, keeping close to lines of buildings. The village was empty, and he saw no sign of movement, but feared that any time, someone would appear.

      “Where is everyone?”

      Fes glanced over at Nina. Her entire body was tense, much like Fes knew he was. “There were a few of them standing guard, but I removed them as a threat.”

      She nodded.

      “There will be three more at the line of horses.”

      “More than that were following us.”

      “I think they are in the tunnels beneath the village.”

      Nina nodded. They reached the edge of the village. So far, they had managed to do so without detection. He crept around the edge of the nearest building and looked toward the line of horses, and his heart dropped.

      There weren’t three of the Damhur standing guard. Now, there were nearly a dozen.
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      Fes jerked his head back behind the wall and sighed. How many would they lose attempting to escape? It wasn’t a matter of whether they would lose somebody anymore. With as many soldiers as were there, and with the likelihood that some of them could perform a Calling, he was more concerned about how many would be lost.

      “What is it?” Nina asked.

      “There were only a few by the horses before,” he said.

      “How many are there now?”

      “Ten or twelve.”

      She nodded. “It’s the only way for us to get to safety, isn’t it?”

      “We can’t outrun them on foot. We need the horses.”

      “Could we run to another village?”

      “I was lucky to find this one. I don’t know what else would be out here.”

      “Then it’s these horses.”

      He looked at the line of Deshazl. Everyone was standing there, seemingly waiting for Fes to tell them what to do. He looked over at Nick. “I’m going to need you to be ready. You’re going to need to fight, but you need to fight the Calling if it comes.”

      Nick looked into his eyes and nodded solemnly. “I will fight,” Nick said.

      Fes looked at Celine and Sarah. “You too. It will likely come down to all of us fighting. We have to be ready.”

      Sarah nodded slowly. Celine showed a little less emotion.

      Fes took a deep breath. Even though they had been under siege since they had escaped, this was the first time where he really feared that he would lose some of the Deshazl he had rescued. He had grown closer to several of them in the last few days. He didn’t know everybody, but he knew them well enough, and he didn’t want anything to happen any of these people. They deserved more. They deserved an opportunity to be safe.

      He glanced over at Nina. “Whatever else happens, ignore the sense that makes you feel like you are going to freeze. You can fight that. Focus on yourself. Get to the horses, get the others to the horses, and head west.”

      “Why west?”

      “You need to head toward Anuhr. If nothing else, the capital can protect you. I don’t think they will risk the empire.” Yet. Eventually, he suspected, but not yet.

      She studied him. “We’re going to be okay.”

      Fes wished that he felt as confident as Nina, but he forced a smile. What else was there for him to do?

      Tapping Nick on the arm and motioning to Joey, he poked his head around the side of the building again. There weren’t any more than the last time he’d checked. It was still ten or twelve soldiers, no more than that, and if he could let that rage out of himself, if he could find a way to release it, maybe he would be able to get them to safety. Perhaps he could be enough to overpower these soldiers.

      Fes took a deep breath. He focused on the sense within him, that connection to the anger. He would use that. He had to to continue fighting.

      Could he be strong enough? Would he be fast enough? He needed to be both to fight. He looked at the other Deshazl, most of them too young to participate, and most of them with no experience in fighting at all. They deserved help. They deserved his willingness to do everything that he could.

      Strangely, they reminded him of Indra. She hadn’t been helpless. She had her own magic, the dragon blessing that had allowed her to animate her totems, and because of that, she hadn’t been entirely helpless, and he didn’t think that these rescued Deshazl were entirely helpless, either. They had risked much and fought, and despite everything they had gone through, they still survived.

      He would fight for them. He would do everything that he could to help them.

      Fes took a deep breath, turning his attention to the soldiers, and started off.

      He ran, and with each step, the anger and rage that filled him began to build, growing stronger and stronger. He controlled that rage, but as a Calling began to fill him, Fes released that control.

      It might be the only thing that would save him.

      He threw himself at the nearest of the soldiers. Two of them carried swords but were unprepared for an attack, and certainly unprepared for someone like Fes, who came at them with little more than a flurry of violence.

      They fell back under Fes’s attack. He carved them down, one after another, striking two men in a single blow. Somewhere, he had the sense of Nick fighting alongside him, and he worried that the Calling that was building within him was overwhelming him, but he ignored it, focusing only on what he could control. Several men were preventing him from reaching his goal. He slashed, cutting them down, and twisted, turning to the next. One after another, they fell. Blood sprayed, hot and violent, and the stink of it filled the air. He refused to acknowledge it. He refused to acknowledge anything other than the fight.

      And then it was done.

      He looked around. How many of the Deshazl were missing?

      Blood coated Nick’s hands, and he looked at Fes with a strange expression on his face. Was it fear?

      “What is it?” Fes asked.

      “You.”

      “What about me?”

      “I’ve never seen anything like that.”

      “I’m just happy that the Calling didn’t overwhelm you.”

      “I felt it, but it was brief, and it seemed as if something were burning it off, as if it were fighting on my behalf.”

      What could that have been? Could the rage that he had felt be enough to help the others? Could that power that flowed through him have somehow protected the rest of the Deshazl?

      And why did it have to be anger?

      When Fes thought about it, he didn’t know that it had to be anger. Could it be that what he felt was simply a connection to the dragons? Could it be that sensation was the same fire that he shared with the dragons?

      They untied horses and the Deshazl quickly climbed into the saddle, Nina taking the lead. Were there a different circumstance, Fes would smile at the change in her demeanor since her rescue. She had grown, taking charge, and he was pleased to see that though they had been through as much as they had, there was something almost fearless about her. And here she had worried about freezing when attacked.

      Commotion caught his attention, and Fes turned to see several of the others appearing from one of the buildings.

      “Go,” he urged.

      “Where will we go?” Dobrah asked.

      Fes look at her, worried for a moment that her pregnant belly wouldn’t tolerate riding a horse, and certainly not at speed. They would need to gallop, riding quickly.

      They didn’t have much choice. She would have to stay with them.

      “We’re heading west. The capital.”

      They started off, Nina leading the charge, and Fes kept his horse toward the rear of the procession. Nick joined him.

      “How long do you think we’ll have?” Nick asked.

      “I don’t know,” Fes said. “It’s possible that we won’t be able to stay ahead of them.”

      “They’re trained soldiers,” Nick said. “I don’t have any misconception that we can stay ahead of them indefinitely.”

      “They might be trained, but we only have to get far enough ahead to reach empire troops.”

      “What if the empire can’t help us?”

      “They can help,” Fes said.

      “But you were caught by the rebellion. What happens if the rebellion gets involved and intercedes?”

      Fes frowned, the horse jostling him as it galloped. He glanced over his shoulder. Already the others had managed to get seated and were heading their way. They rode quickly, guiding their horses with more skill than Fes could manage.

      It might not even matter. He wanted to stay ahead of the Damhur, but Nick was right. None of the Deshazl were soldiers, and they would struggle to stay ahead.

      He wouldn’t let them get caught. If it came down to it, he would turn back and throw himself into the line of soldiers.

      The rolling hillside undulated before them, and each time they topped a rise, Fes glanced back, looking to see whether there would be any sign of pursuit. It seemed as if ages had passed since he had come this way, but it hadn’t been that long. In that time, his desire to get to Jayell had remained. What danger was she in? The fire mages might force her to assist them, but what else would they do?

      Fes kept his eyes facing forward, staring at the landscape, looking for someplace that might be able to offer protection. As they went, and with every hill they topped, he began to think that any chance of finding shelter would be limited.

      Even if they came across a village, there wouldn’t likely be any way for them to get safety. They needed soldiers, fighters, and not merely another village that the Damhur could destroy.

      Fes stared into the distance, trying to keep track of where they were heading, and keeping them steered to the west.

      “Maybe they won’t know where we’re going,” Nick said after they’d been riding for several hours. The horses had slowed considerably, and there was a limit to how hard they could push them. They needed the horses, and it was possible that as hard as the Damhur had ridden them, they wouldn’t be able to last much longer.

      “I’m not so sure that it’s a matter of them knowing where we’re going. I’m more concerned with the fact that they are willing to push so far inland.”

      “Why?”

      “They shouldn’t have been willing to come this far. The fact that they are, the fact that they don’t fear repercussions, tells me that either they don’t fear the empire’s weapons—including the fire mages”—Nick’s face darkened—“or they were granted access.”

      That worried him most of all. If they were granted access, then it was possible that he and the Deshazl he led were heading straight into danger.

      Fes tried not to think about that. He tried not to let himself get caught up in the possibility that going this way, and trusting that the empire would protect them, was the right direction.

      He still worried.

      Daylight began to fade, and still, Fes didn’t want to rest. When he’d come this way before, he had done so on foot, and traveling by horse was faster.

      “There might be another way,” he said to himself.

      “What other way?” Nick asked.

      Fes ignored him and kicked the horse faster, catching up to Nina in the lead. “We need to veer slightly north.”

      “Why? I thought you wanted us to head to the capital.”

      “I do, but I think we need to take a detour. The horses won’t last, and neither will we. Besides, I don’t think we can outrun them.”

      Nina’s eyes twitched. “That’s been my fear, as well.”

      “There’s another possibility.”

      “And what is that?”

      Fes looked back to see Nick remaining near the rear of the procession. “Some won’t like it,” Fes said.

      “Why?” she asked carefully.

      “Because it means that we will rely upon the fire mages for protection.”

      Nina watched him, no emotion in her dark eyes, and finally nodded.

      They continued riding, and in the distance, Fes began to see lights glowing faintly.

      “There,” Fes said.

      “What is it?” Nina asked.

      “That will be the city of Dragash.” He watched Nina and saw recognition dawn on her face.

      “That means—”

      “Yes. That means that we will be risking going to the fire mage temple.”

      But if it worked, maybe they would be able to keep his people safe. It was a risk for all of them, but Fes most of all. The fire mages were angry with him, and the moment he appeared in the city, he suspected they would be aware of it. It was a fact that he counted on.

      Hopefully, if it went well, not only would they recognize that he was in the city, but they would come to him.

      “Fes—I don’t like it.”

      He watched the fire mage temple rise up before him. It was nothing more than a finger of darkness against the night, with occasional lights glowing within. The last time he’d been here, he had nearly been caught. This time, not only did he intend to get caught, but he intended to use the fire mages.

      Would they allow him to use them?

      So far, they had been lucky. They couldn’t count on their luck maintaining indefinitely. Eventually, luck would fail.

      “I don’t like it, either.”

      When they reached the city, they slowed their horses. The pressure that Fes attributed to the fire mages built around him, a steady and growing sense. He intentionally used the dragonglass sword, cutting through that tension.

      Nina watched him.

      “I’m cutting through the protections the fire mages have placed.”

      “You can do that?”

      “I suspect you could, too.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t do anything like that. I’m not like you.”

      “No. You’re better than me. I’ve seen the way that you handled the people. When we attract the attention of the fire mages, I want you to lead everyone into the middle of the city. You’ll find shops and taverns and places for you to stay. Get a room, or many of them, and bunker down.”

      “Just us? Not you?”

      The sense of the fire mage magic began to build again. He watched Nina, curious as to whether or not she could feel it or not. From the look of it, she couldn’t.

      That wasn’t entirely surprising. Fes thought about how long it had been before he had begun to be aware of the sense of fire mage magic. When he had first started detecting it, it had taken him a while to know what it was. Even now, he was still surprised that he could detect it. They might be Deshazl, but they were still inexperienced, though Fes was inexperienced, too.

      “The fire mages will come for me. We need them to come for me.”

      “You can’t mean that,” she said.

      “I don’t know that we have much choice.”

      He looked back. There were people on the hillside, the Damhur sitting atop their horses. The sense of the Calling built, but surprisingly, it was mitigated here. What did it mean that the power of the fire mages would mitigate the effect of the Calling?

      “Go,” he said.

      Nina watched him for a while before nodding. “What happens if we don’t meet up with you again?”

      “Wait until it’s safe, and find your way back home or to the capital. You were from Salina, and I know there were others from your village who headed this way. Find them, get to safety, and—”

      Nina shook her head. “What if I don’t want to get to safety? What if I don’t want to return to that life?” She held his gaze for a long moment. “There’s something about us. I can feel it. I want to know what that is and what it means.”

      Fes looked at the line of people. “Take anyone who will go with you and look for a woman named Arudis. Don’t ask me how you will find her, but there would be fifty or so with her, all from that village.”

      “The village we were just in?”

      Fes nodded. “That’s where I met her. She’s Deshazl, and if anyone can help you, it would be her. Find her, and anyone who wants to go with you can learn what it means for you to be Deshazl. I suspect that she can teach you how to use that connection.”

      “I hope we see you again, Fes.”

      He hoped for the same. He watched her, feeling the power of the fire mage magic building. As it did, he motioned for her to go.

      The Deshazl followed Nina, not questioning her leadership. When the end of the procession and Nick reached him, Fes looked at his friend. “I’m sorry that we brought you here. I don’t know what the fire mages did to you, but with that,” he said, motioning to the dragonglass sword strapped to his waist, “you don’t have to fear them. You never have to fear their spells.”

      “They… They took my sister.”

      “Then your sister likely was able to be a fire mage.”

      Nick shook his head. “What if she wasn’t? What if she was like us?”

      Fes didn’t have the answer. Rather than saying something that would be meaningless to Nick, he patted him on the arm. “Stay with Nina. I’ve given her instructions on where to go, and if anyone wants to learn what it means for you to be Deshazl, I think that she can help you figure it out.”

      “Thank you,” Nick said.

      “I haven’t done anything.”

      “You rescued us. You kept us safe. You risked yourself to do so. I think you could have just gotten away and gone on to your life, but you didn’t.” Nick looked at the Deshazl departing before turning back to Fes. “And… I think I’m going to stay with you.”

      “I don’t know what’s going to happen to me. The fire mages are angry with me. The last time I was here, I broke into their temple.”

      Nick barked out a laugh. “You did what?”

      “I broke into the temple. We were looking for dragon relics, and I wanted to take as many of them as I could to help a friend.”

      “Why would you need dragon relics… Your friend is a fire mage?”

      “She was a fire mage. She became a Priest of the Flame and didn’t want to use those abilities.”

      “But she did for you?”

      “We were looking for someone who had been taken from us.”

      With everything that he’d learned, he didn’t know what that meant for Azithan. Who did he really serve?

      Azithan had his own motivations, and Fes had never believed otherwise, but there had always been a part of him that thought Azithan had good in him. He could have harmed Fes dozens of times over, but he never did. He might have used him, but he never used him in a way that Fes hadn’t allowed.

      “Was it someone else like us?” Nick asked.

      The Deshazl had disappeared, and he wondered if he should have warned Nina that Nick had stayed with him. What would she do? With her newfound leadership, it was possible that she would try to come after Nick, thinking to rescue him. Doing so might put her in danger.

      Then again, Nina was smart. She would stay with the rest of the Deshazl, those who she could help, and wouldn’t endanger anyone unnecessarily. He didn’t need to worry that she would make a mistake like that.

      The power from the fire mages continued to build. As it did, Fes brought the dragonglass sword through it, splitting the spell.

      As he did, there came a faint sense of the Calling. He had been able to ignore it with the fire mage spell pushing outward, but the moment that he cut through the spell, the effect of the Calling began to push in on him.

      “Oh,” Nick said with a gasp.

      “Fight it,” Fes said.

      “What happened?”

      “Something unexpected,” Fes said.

      He looked along the street, searching for signs of any fire mage, but he saw none.

      The fire mage spell continued to build, and it helped suppress the effect of the Calling.

      He didn’t dare cut through the spell again, not wanting to disrupt whatever it was the fire mages managed to do that kept him protected. The rest of the Deshazl needed that protection.

      The line of others on the hillside remained. They hadn’t moved, staying just at the edge of the city. Could they feel the power from the fire mage spell?

      If they could, then they were waiting, holding out. Until what?

      That was what troubled Fes the most. There had to be some reason for them to be sitting there, quietly watching, waiting. What was it?

      “What are we going to do?” Nick asked.

      Fes considered joining Nina and the others wherever they had gone, but doing so would attract the wrong kind of attention. If he did intend for the Deshazl to get to safety—whether to Arudis or back to their homes—he needed to leave them. He should have taken longer to say his goodbyes. Not only to Nina, but to Dobrah and Joey and Sarah and Celine and so many of the others.

      Doing so would only have given them doubt. How many others would have, like Nick, stayed with him? He didn’t doubt the bravery of Sarah or Celine or Joey. For that matter, he didn’t question the bravery of Nina.

      No. He needed to let them go, and that meant that he headed someplace that terrified him. He couldn’t stay where he was.

      “I think we need to go there,” he nodded, pointing toward the center of the city.

      Nick tore his gaze off the line of others. What thoughts were going through his head? Was he feeling the effect of the Calling or did the fire mage spell protect him? Hopefully, whatever it was that the fire mages were able to do, whatever magic that came from the old dragon bones, protected them enough to prevent the rest of the Deshazl from leaving the city and returning to the others.

      “There?” Nick asked. His voice trembled as he looked to the tower rising at the center of the city. The fire mage magic emanated from it. It was the source of the spells. And it was the one place Fes had not expected to return.

      Fes nodded. “The temple. I think we need to go to the temple.”
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      Fes led them as they traveled through the city, meandering through the streets. Nick stayed silent. There was some sound in the city, different from the last time he’d visited, though when he’d been here the last time, it had been late at night and he had been focused on the task at hand. Then Fes had been so focused on what it would take to break into the temple that he hadn’t paid that much attention to the rest of the city. The sounds now were no different than what he would’ve found in the capital. Occasionally he would hear voices, sometimes shouts, sometimes softer voices, and once in a while, singing would break out, however briefly. It was the sounds of happiness, of life. Almost as if the people here were oblivious to what the fire mages might do. Or, perhaps they knew exactly what the fire mages could do, and they appreciated the protections offered by them.

      As Fes stared up at the temple, he felt almost as if he had to fight through the power pushing against him. It was a physical presence, almost a force that resisted him.

      “I feel… strange.”

      Fes nodded. “You’re feeling the fire mage magic.”

      “How can I feel that?”

      Fes shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ve never really understood why I was sensitive to it. I thought I was the only one, and then I learned that it was because I was descended from the Deshazl. I still don’t entirely know why we can feel the fire mage magic, unless it has something to do with the connection to the dragons and the fact that the fire mages use the dragon relics in their spells.”

      “It’s pushing against us,” Nick said.

      “It is, but we have to ignore it.”

      He saw someone moving at one end of the street and looked up. Fes had hoped that he would encounter a fire mage—maybe even a high-enough ranking one that he could appeal to—but instead he saw a Dragon Guard.

      His breath caught. There was no mistaking the maroon and gold cloak, even in the faint light drifting from windows. It was barely enough to see clearly, but when the man noticed Fes, he started toward him.

      “Be ready,” Fes said.

      “Ready for what?”

      Fes nodded. “They don’t like me much.”

      Nick looked down at his sword. “I guess not, seeing as how you robbed them.”

      “I didn’t rob them,” he said. “I took a valuable dragonglass relic from them.”

      Nick chuckled softly. “It sounds like you robbed them.”

      “I suppose it does,” Fes admitted.

      A part of him feared that it would be Jaken, and he was relieved when he saw that it wasn’t. If it had been Jaken, what would Fes have done? He needed to alert the Dragon Guard of the potential of an attack, but he didn’t want to get into a fight.

      “It’s a late hour for arrivals,” the soldier said.

      Fes stayed mounted. It was better if they needed to make a quick escape. He hoped it wouldn’t come to that, but if it did, staying mounted would give him a chance to get free.

      “We would’ve waited until morning, but we were followed. I think it’s the rebellion.”

      The Dragon Guard soldier’s eyes narrowed, and his hand went to his sword. Would it be a dragonglass plate or would it be simple steel? If it came to a fight, a steel sword would shatter when confronted with the dragonglass blade.

      “The rebellion wouldn’t risk coming here.”

      “Don’t take my word for it; go and see. They’re camped out on the hillside just at the edge of the city.”

      Had he gotten a suspicious Dragon Guard or someone who was more inclined to dismiss him?

      “Why don’t you come with me, and then we can talk about what you saw. If the rebellion is out there, there’s probably a reason that they are after you. Were you with them and then deserted?” The soldier looked up at Fes, seemingly taking in his cloak before his gaze settled on the daggers sheathed at his waist. His hand squeezed the hilt of his sword. “You’re him.”

      “I don’t know who you’re worried about, but I think you should be more concerned about the soldiers sitting outside the city,” Fes said.

      “If there are soldiers here, it’s only because you led them here.”

      He started to unsheathe his sword, and Fes noticed that it was simple steel.

      He jumped from the saddle, pulling one of his daggers free and cutting through the sword before the man had a chance to brandish it.

      The soldier took a step back, eyeing the broken end of his sword with shock.

      “You are him.”

      “Listen. I don’t care what happened before, but there are soldiers on the doorstep of Dragash. If you do nothing, they will attack.”

      Fes wasn’t certain whether that was true or not. As far as he knew, they would remain motionless, waiting for the Deshazl to come out of the city.

      Unless they had some way of counteracting the fire mage magic. If they did, if they could somehow suppress the effect of the spell, what would happen?

      A Calling.

      How many in the city were susceptible to it?

      At least thirty, and possibly more. If they were powerful enough to control them, they could set them loose, attacking the city, and then what?

      More than ever, Fes feared to wait, letting the Damhur have a chance to get established.

      The soldier took off, and Fes watched him disappear.

      “Where do you think he’s going?” Nick asked.

      “For others.”

      “Why do I get the sense that’s not a good thing?”

      Fes shook his head. “Because it’s not. If they reach us and think that we are part of the rebellion, not only will they capture us, but it’s possible they will give the Damhur enough time to do whatever it is they intend.”

      “What do you think they intend?”

      Fes shook his head. “I don’t know, but the fact that they’re willing to sit there waiting makes me nervous.”

      He got the horse moving and headed toward the temple. They went quickly, but as they went, they had to navigate around people wandering in the streets.

      “Off the horse,” Fes said.

      “What? I thought you were worried about making good time.”

      “I am, but we can blend in better on foot.”

      Nick shrugged and climbed out of the saddle, and Fes slapped each horse on the flank, sending them running off in the city.

      “Maybe that will draw attention away for a little while,” he said.

      “Or it will leave us stranded,” Nick said.

      “We can always find other horses if we make it out of this.”

      “If?”

      Fes met his gaze. “This is dangerous. I don’t know what the fire mages will do, but I fear for the worst.”

      “Maybe I should have stayed with Nina.”

      Fes chuckled. “That was my suggestion.”

      On foot, heading toward the temple was slower, but he hurried, walking at a quick and brisk pace. The magic from the temple pushed against him, and he worried that merely by coming here, he would be cutting through the spell in some way that would influence it.

      Where were the fire mages?

      They had to be here somewhere. Fes expected the fire mages to appear, needed them to appear. Without them, his plan wouldn’t work as he intended.

      They rounded a corner, and finally, he saw a fire mage.

      He was dressed in a long black cloak and was older, both signs that he was probably higher ranking within the fire mages. What degree was he? From what Jayell had told him, there weren’t many first-degree fire mages, and even second-degree fire mages were rare enough.

      As he approached, he faltered. What was he thinking? He hadn’t come with much of a plan. He didn’t even know what he was going to do, only that it had to involve the fire mages. He approached slowly, and as he did, he heard shouts out in the city.

      The fire mage had been watching him but turned away, seemingly ignoring Fes and Nick. He pushed out with a powerful spell as he headed toward the outer sections of the city.

      “That was odd,” Nick said.

      “They’re making their move,” Fes realized.

      Whatever it was that the Damhur intended was happening. But what was it?

      Fes didn’t know and worried that whatever was taking place would be more than what he and Nick could do.

      “Come on,” he said.

      Nick frowned. “Where are we going?”

      “We’re going to see what’s happening.”

      “I thought you wanted to get the fire mages involved.”

      Fes nodded. “That’s what I wanted, but I’m worried that is what the Damhur wanted, too.”

      He kept a respectful distance behind the fire mage, not daring to get too close, and as they went, Fes felt the pressure of other fire mages slowly building behind them.

      What was it that he felt? It was fire magic, but he didn’t know where it was coming from. He motioned for Nick to wait. As they did, stepping off to the side of the street, others appeared. There were dozens of fire mages.

      “I have a bad feeling about this,” Fes said.

      “I thought—”

      Fes patted him on the arm. “They weren’t afraid to come here,” he said. “Why wouldn’t they be afraid with so many fire mages?”

      It was more than that. They had ventured into the empire, going as deep as the village where Fes had been with the other Deshazl, seemingly unconcerned about the fact that they might encounter members of the empire—or fire mages.

      Why?

      “They’re waiting for others,” Fes realized.

      “How do you know?”

      “The ones who captured us weren’t all of them. They couldn’t have been. I was taken from the capital, and they still managed to smuggle me out. I think they had taken all of those they Called and were planning to bring us wherever their home was. But the rest?”

      The rest would have been somewhere else. They would have been someplace where they could attack. Maybe they were still wandering the land, Calling others.

      Or maybe they had joined up with the rebellion.

      What had he learned about the rebellion? They were little more than small bands of soldiers, typically found along the outskirts of the empire. Fes had seen that there was some organization to them, but even that was limited. When he had traveled with the rebellion, he hadn’t felt any sort of sense like the Calling.

      Maybe not all of the rebellion worked with these others, or perhaps these others directed the rebellion.

      The pressure of fire magic continued to build around him, and Fes headed with Nick toward the outskirts of the city again. Nick stayed silent, and they walked quickly, though no longer feeling the resistance pushing against them. Fes hadn’t expected to, as the resistance seemed designed to keep them from the center of the city—and the temple.

      When they reached the edge of the city, Fes looked out, and his heart seemed to stop.

      The line of people he’d seen before was still there, but no longer was it only a few dozen. Hundreds of people were out there. Mixed within them were strangely glowing orbs. If Fes didn’t know better, he would have suspected that they were dragon pearls, but no dragon pearl was that large. They had to be the size of an adult’s head.

      “I really don’t like this,” Nick said.

      Fes looked out. It wasn’t so much that there was a line of people, but it was that there was a line of people circling the entirety of the city.

      The fire mages who had come to the edge of the city looked out, ignoring Fes. Several of them whispered to each other. What did they detect from the glowing dragon pearls? What magic emanated from them?

      “Well, is this what you wanted?”

      Fes shook his head. “This isn’t what I wanted. This is worse. Much worse.”

      “Why?”

      “I know you don’t love the fire mages, and I can’t say that I know what you’ve been through, but they can provide protection, but I wonder if even the fire mages know how to handle what’s coming.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I fear this has not been seen for centuries.” If what he’d learned was right—and Fes increasingly thought that it was—then the ancient war, the one that he’d long assumed had been between the empire and the dragons—had been something very different.

      As he stood there, feeling fire magic radiating from behind him, sweeping out from the temple, there was another sense. This one built slowly, gradually increasing, rising from outside of the city as it continued to push inward, pushing against the spells from the fire mages.

      And they were caught in the middle.

      The air practically shimmered with power. All around him rose heat that came from spells crashing into each other. As Fes continued to stand there, aware of it, he could detect the way that the spells were pushing back, forcing the fire mage spells toward the center of the city.

      They were being overpowered.

      Fes turned and looked behind him. Here he had thought the fire mages were incredibly powerful, and many of the fire mages he had encountered had been powerful, but whatever it was that these others were doing somehow was even more powerful.

      Could they have the same fire magic?

      They were questions that he’d have to find the answers to later, but for now, he needed to focus on what was happening and how they were caught in the midst of it.

      “We’re going to have to help the fire mages,” Fes whispered.

      Nick jerked around and looked at him. “We’re going to have to what?”

      He nodded into the darkness. “Whatever they’re doing is overpowering the fire mages.”

      “Look at how many mages we have around us! They can’t be overpowering all of this!”

      Fes saw as many as he ever had at once. How many of them were trainees, little more than embers? How many had real power, the third degree or higher?

      And how much of this was his fault?

      They had come here looking for help, but could they have guided the Damhur to the fire mage temple?

      It wasn’t that Dragash was hidden, but with the power pushing outward from the temple, there was a certain deterrence. If he felt it, maybe the Damhur would have as well.

      Could their appearance here be his fault?

      “How do you propose we help?”

      There was something to the dragon pearls that mattered. Fes wasn’t certain what, or how they were being used, but more than ever, he was sure that was the key. Perhaps it was the spacing. They seemed to be almost perfectly spread apart, their glowing building, creating something of a force that pressed inward. If they could disrupt that, then they should be able to allow the fire mages to be more effective.

      “I’m heading out there,” he said.

      Nick grabbed his arm, preventing Fes from going anywhere. “Think through this. They have some way of Calling us, controlling us, and now there are hundreds of them. Going out there would mean that they would overpower you. It’s too dangerous.”

      He was right. But, maybe there was some way to ignore the Calling.

      Fes pointed to Nick, and they hurried along the street. He stayed near buildings, shadowed in the overhangs, until he found a fire mage who looked older than the others. It was a woman with gray hair that cascaded around her shoulders, the hood of her cloak thrown back. Heat and power radiated off her. He couldn’t see what she held, but he suspected there was some artifact in her hand.

      “Her,” Fes said.

      “Who? The fire mage?”

      Fes nodded. “We’re going to have her help us.”

      “The fire mages won’t help. You saw what happened when that soldier came across you.”

      “I saw it, but this isn’t a soldier. This is a powerful fire mage who can feel the same thing that I can.”

      He raced forward and grabbed the fire mage, pushing her up against the building. He clasped one hand over her mouth and slipped a dagger up underneath her chin. “Don’t talk.” He met her eyes, and a glimmer of recognition flashed behind hers. “Good. It seems as if you know who I am. Blink twice if you do.”

      She blinked twice.

      Fes leaned forward. “I’m going to move my hand, and if you scream, the knife goes into your throat. Do you understand?”

      She blinked twice.

      Fes removed his hand.

      “You shouldn’t have returned. You shouldn’t have brought them. You shouldn’t—”

      Fes jabbed upward slightly with the dagger. “None of this is my fault. Well, they did follow me, but I didn’t bring them here. Can you tell what they’re doing?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Release me, or I will—”

      Her spell began to build, and Fes used his other dagger to slice through it. He was careful to only cut through one of her spells and tried not to remove anything else that she might be involved in.

      “You won’t be able to use your fire magic on me. Don’t even try. I can feel it when you do. Now. Can you tell what they are doing?” He nodded toward the edge of the city. He didn’t know whether or not the fire mages had the same ability to detect what was happening, or whether it was something tied only to his Deshazl connection.

      “They are using the pearls, though they have more power than I have sensed in quite some time.”

      “Good. They are dragon pearls.”

      “You didn’t know? You’re with them.”

      Fes shook his head. “I’m not with them. And I fear that they pose a threat to the empire.” Let them couch it in those terms, and maybe she would be more inclined to assist him.

      “There are nearly one hundred fire mages in the temple. They pose no threat.”

      “Really? And how many fire mages are more than embers?” He stared at her, and he could see from the slight twitch of her eyes that the number wasn’t that great. It was as he feared.

      “Can you feel how their magic is pushing yours back?”

      Her eyes widened. “How do you know?”

      “Because I can feel it.”

      “Are you”—her gaze darted to his dagger before looking back up to his face—”a mage?”

      “I’m not a mage. And I suspect you know exactly what I am.”

      “Deshazl,” she breathed out.

      “That’s right. What do you know about the Deshazl?”

      “I know that they are nearly extinct.”

      “Not quite as extinct as you might believe. Now, I’m going to need your help.”

      “I have no intention of helping you, especially if you’re with them.”

      “What do I have to do to prove that I’m not?” Fes pulled the dagger back and took a step away from the fire mage. “I don’t want to hurt you, and I do need your help. Whatever they are doing—whatever spell it is that’s building from those dragon pearls—needs to be disrupted or I suspect they will destroy your temple.”

      “They can’t…” She tipped her head to the side. One hand came forward, and he realized that she gripped a dragon claw. The claw was enormous and sharply curved, likely coming from some massive dragon. The tip of the claw glowed, reminding him of the way the dragonglass sword had glowed in the forest. When the glowing faded, she looked over at him. “How did you know?”

      “Like I said, I can feel it.”

      And what he could feel was that the magic coming from the Damhur and their dragon pearls was continuing to push inward. It was enough that it was crashing backward through the city. How much longer before it reached the temple? Already, that power had built dramatically, and he doubted they would have much time to do much of anything.

      All he needed to do was disrupt the spell enough for the fire mages to regain control. That meant reaching the dragon pearls, and from there he would see what else he might be able to do.

      “Here’s what I need from you. I need you to press outward, using the most powerful spell that you can summon.”

      “And what makes you think that I will do that?”

      “Because I intend to disrupt their spell. You’ve seen what I can do, haven’t you? You saw the way that I cut through your spell. I intend to do the same with theirs.”

      “Why?”

      “Like I said, they intend to destroy the temple.”

      “And you broke into the temple.”

      “I broke in, but I made no attempt to destroy it. I wouldn’t have harmed anyone had I the opportunity. Ask the mage I let live. I could have easily killed him.” He wished that he knew the man’s name, but there hadn’t been time to find that out. Jayell had recognized him, but they had been more focused on getting out of the temple than on her sharing the name of any of the mages within.

      “Rolan. You let him live.”

      Fes nodded. “I don’t want to hurt any fire mages not trying to hurt me.” He needed to put that caveat in because it was possible she knew what he had done to Reina and Elizabeth. Both of them had been powerful fire mages, and both of them had attempted to harm him.

      What had they lost because he had killed them?

      Could he have disrupted the empire’s ability to defend itself?

      That would be giving himself far too much credit. And both Reina and Elizabeth had wanted power for themselves, not so much for the empire.

      “What do you intend?”

      “Use your most powerful relic, hold a spell out from you, and give me a chance to disrupt what they’re doing.”

      “Why do you need me?”

      That’s wasn’t about to let her know that the Damhur could control him. That would open up a different set of questions. Though it was possible she already knew, the fact that she asked suggested that she didn’t know the way that the Damhur could use the Deshazl.

      “It requires too much strength to counter their magic. I need to reach it with as much of my strength as possible.”

      “And you would expend all of mine in the process. If you are with them, you would weaken us.”

      “I will have to trust that you will help much like you have to trust that I intend to help.”

      She studied him for a long moment.

      When she didn’t answer, Fes breathed out. “Would it help for you to know that I’ve served Azithan?”

      Mentioning Azithan could go one of two ways. Either she didn’t care for him, as Elizabeth had not, or she respected Azithan as a powerful fire mage.

      “I collected relics for him in the capital. Please. I can do this, but I need you to get me there.”

      “It seems as if we will have to trust one another.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      A part of Fes didn’t know whether he could trust the fire mage, but she pushed out with the spell, holding the magic as it emanated from her. She used the dragon claw, and Fes could feel the power as it pulled through that claw and created a bubble around her. He wasn’t sure what the intent of the bubble was, only that he felt it.

      Nick kept pace with him, although he’d been silent ever since they had grabbed the fire mage. Fes glanced over, noticing the tension in his eyes. “You don’t have to come,” he said.

      “You need my help,” Nick said.

      Fes sighed. He wasn’t sure if he really did need Nick’s help or not. He wasn’t sure how much of this he would be able to do on his own and how much he really did need someone like Nick to be with him. It was possible that he could do it without Nick helping, but having an extra set of eyes, and someone else who was sensitive to the Deshazl connection, had value.

      They reached the outskirts of the city. From here, nothing but empty land stretched in front of them. The line of the Damhur stood on the hillside, the dragon pearls glowing softly against the night, their power pushing through Fes. No longer could he feel the barrier as it struck against the fire mage spells. They had gone too far and now were beyond the borders of that.

      The fire mage looked over at him. “Is this really what you intend?”

      Fes nodded. “We need to reach them, disrupt what they’re doing, and then—”

      He heard a sound behind him, commotion that was all too familiar.

      Dragon Guards.

      Fes spun, keeping the fire mage in front of him.

      “Have them stand down,” Fes said.

      “And why should I do that?”

      “You won’t be able to defeat them without my help.”

      “I think you’re mistaken, Fezarn.” She looked over at him, a gleam in her eyes. “Yes. I know exactly who you are. I don’t know what you’ve brought to the city, but I have no intention of allowing you to pull me into it.”

      “You’re a fool,” Fes said. “If you know anything about me, if Jayell has told you anything about me”—Fes had to believe that was how this mage knew him—”you would know that I don’t do well when confronted like this.”

      Fes glanced at Nick. “Be ready.”

      The Dragon Guard arranged themselves in front of Fes. There were five of them, enough that they would pose a significant threat. Thankfully, Jaken wasn’t among them.

      “What do you intend?” Nick asked.

      “Keep an eye on her,” Fes said.

      He darted forward, unsheathing his sword and crashing into the nearest of the two Dragon Guards. The anger that seethed within him, the emotion that boiled there constantly, burbled to the surface. Fes kept a tight rein on it, holding on to it, not wanting to release it entirely. He didn’t know whether or not doing so would pose a danger to himself when facing the Damhur, and didn’t know whether it would weaken him. He needed every bit of strength that he might have when he eventually faced them. If he had to use up his strength, forced to draw too much energy, he might not be strong enough when it came time to confront them.

      The Dragon Guard surrounded him.

      He didn’t want to hurt them. They were serving a purpose, serving on behalf of the empire, and as far as he knew, they might be necessary if these others attacked the city.

      Fighting them without hurting them was more difficult.

      Fes blocked the first attack, slamming the dragonglass sword through one of the soldier’s swords, cutting it to little more than a hilt. He twisted, jamming his elbow into one man’s sternum, and kicked, his boot sending a third flying.

      Still they came.

      Even though he attacked, the soldiers righted themselves, getting back to their feet and coming at him again and again.

      The anger within him continued to boil. There would be no stopping the Damhur, no delaying their attack, if the stupid Dragon Guards continued to press in upon him. Couldn’t they see that the fire mages needed help? Couldn’t the fire mage see that he didn’t intend to attack?

      As one of the Dragon Guards got close, Fes kicked again and threw his hands up, the sword pointing outward, and screamed, “Enough!”

      Rage exploded from him, and power erupted, streaking away from him. The men who had been attacking were thrown backward, and they collapsed against one of the nearby buildings.

      Fes looked around. The street was empty other than him and Nick and the fire mage, and Nick had to shake himself before getting back to his feet. The fire mage rested on her knees, looking up at Fes with shock.

      “What was that?” Nick asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “You used fire magic,” Nick said.

      “I don’t think it was fire magic. I didn’t have a relic.”

      “You can use fire magic without a dragon relic?”

      Fes shrugged. “I’ve never used it before.”

      “Deshazl,” the fire mage whispered.

      “What was that?” Fes asked.

      The elderly fire mage looked up at him. “There have long been rumors that the Deshazl do not need relics to draw upon the power of the dragons.” She stood, ignoring Fes’s outstretched hand to help her up. “Most have dismissed those as little more than rumors, tales that have grown through the years, much as many rumors have grown over the years.”

      “Such as how the empire slaughtered the dragons?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Where did you hear that?”

      “I know what happened,” Fes said. He wasn’t entirely certain that he did, but he had a better idea about what happened over a thousand years ago than he had even a few months ago. Had anyone asked him then, he would have stated that the empire was responsible for removing the dragons, that they did so to protect the people of the growing empire, but now? Now Fes believed there was a very different purpose for the dragon bunkers, and that perhaps the empire had somehow managed to push back these others, using the fire mage magic to do so, but at the cost of the dragons.

      “I intend to stop them,” Fes said, looking up at the hillside again. “I don’t care whether or not you intend to help me, but know that is my intention. It will go easier if you do help.”

      “Why?”

      “Because of the way they use their magic. It influences those who have any sort of Deshazl connection.”

      Nick watched him. Fes could see the frustration in his eyes. It might be too much, but Fes needed to share, if only to gain the mage’s trust. They needed her if he intended to reach the Damhur without using too much strength.

      The fire mage looked back into the city, her gaze drifting up toward the top of the tower. “You broke into the temple,” she whispered.

      “We broke into the temple because I didn’t understand. I still don’t, but I begin to realize that there probably aren’t that many who do.”

      She watched him for a long moment. He didn’t know what she might do or say, but it was true. There might not be that many people still living who understood everything that happened centuries ago. It was the nature of time. Stories grew, truths became obfuscated, and the narratives that sure people wanted known became truth.

      Fes didn’t have to think too deeply to know who would be invested in keeping the empire in power. Making the claim that the empire was responsible for removing the dragons—a feat that seemed impossible—would have kept them in power.

      The fire mage reached under her cloak and pulled a large object out. It took Fes a moment to realize that what she had removed was a dragon pearl. Had he not seen the dragon pearls surrounding the city, he would’ve considered it a large pearl. It was nearly the size of her palm, and faint streaks of color worked within it.

      She held it out, and slowly the pearl began to glow. Fes could feel the power pulsing from it, was aware of the way that it pushed outward, whatever spell she was working radiating, sweeping away from her, and she directed it at the Damhur.

      The fire mage took a step, and Fes followed. He kept his sword unsheathed as she held the pearl out in front of him. Next to him, Nick did the same.

      No one spoke as they continued to walk.

      Her spell wrapped around all of them, even more powerful than the one she had used before. It was almost something solid, and as Fes was aware of it, he felt as if he could reach out and touch it. Doing so would likely disrupt the power within her spell, and Fes knew better than to risk that, but he marveled at her control. Rather than pushing it infinitely forward and letting it stretch away from her, the spell ended just in front of them. There was only enough power to hold that spell.

      Had he not been so nervous about what he was about to do, he might have paused to ask her what she was doing. He could imagine other fire mages wanting to know. Instead, a different question came to him.

      “What level are you?” Fes asked.

      “I am a first-degree fire mage,” she said without looking back.

      Fes blinked. “First degree?”

      With the question, she did look back at him, and she met his eyes. “Does that impress you?”

      “I guess I am surprised I was able to cut through your spell.”

      “Yes. I was as well.”

      They took a few more steps. With each one, there came the sense of the power radiating from the Damhur, pushing outward and trying to pierce the spell the fire mage held. So far, they failed, but how long would that last? How long would it be before the sheer power that the Damhur had access to was more than they could withstand?

      Fes had to believe that it wouldn’t be long.

      And when that happened, would he be able to ignore the Calling?

      That was his greatest fear. Given how many of the Damhur were now here, he worried that he wouldn’t be able to resist the Calling. And if he couldn’t, would he attack?

      How would they use him?

      He had been used enough already, and he remembered all too well how he had felt when compelled to attack Nick, his mind seeking only to please the other who held the Calling.

      Would he feel the same? Or would there be any way to be protected?

      “What does it mean that you’re a first-degree fire mage?” Nick asked.

      “It means that she is one of the most powerful fire mages,” Fes said.

      “Most powerful?”

      “I am Elorayne, first-degree fire mage, and Guardian of the Sacred Flame.”

      Fes blinked. He understood what it meant to be a first-degree fire mage, but the other sounded important, though he didn’t know what it meant. “I’m sorry that we had to attack you,” he said. It seemed as if he should say more, that he should offer more, but Fes wasn’t sure how to apologize, especially as he still felt as if what he had done had been necessary. They had needed to get away from the Dragon Guard, and he needed her help as they fought their way to the Damhur.

      A few more steps carried them into the middle of the space between the city and the Damhur. Now they stood openly, and Fes worried that they would be detected and attacked.

      “They’re going to see us, Fes.”

      “They will not see us. They might detect our presence, but they should not see us,” Elorayne said.

      “Your spell?” Fes asked.

      The woman nodded.

      “What did you do?”

      “I have concealed us. I feel a great pressure against me, but if this works and is effective, they should not be able to observe us.”

      It would buy them time, though how much? Fes had little doubt that the Damhur had talents with their fire magic. The fact that they had as many dragon pearls as they did suggested that they were competent, and their willingness to attack the fire mage temple suggested more than mere competence. They didn’t fear the fire mages.

      “Why now?” he whispered.

      Elorayne glanced back at him. “What was that?”

      “I’m trying to figure out why they would attack now.”

      “Because they can,” she said.

      That didn’t seem quite right. There was timing involved, but he didn’t know what it would be. If these others could attack, why would they have waited? What would have prompted them to delay until now?

      There had to be some answer, but what?

      Would Azithan have known?

      Azithan had freed him, going against the empire, but Fes doubted he worked with these others. But then, Fes had detected the way that he attempted to influence. Azithan had already tried to use his powers of persuasion, trying to coerce Fes into doing things for him, and only through the fact that he had his daggers had he been able to ignore it.

      As they approached, his heart hammered. He had to be ready for whatever they might face, even though he didn’t know what it would be.

      He focused on the task at hand.

      Reach the dragon pearls. Disrupt their spell. And then…

      Fes didn’t know what he would do then. He didn’t know whether or not there was anything that he could do.

      “It is beginning to be a bit much,” Elorayne said.

      “What is?” Nick asked.

      Fes didn’t need to ask. He could feel her magic quivering. It was a strange sensation, and it seemed to come from deep within her, as if whatever it was that she was holding had begun to fail. How much longer would she be able to hold onto it before it crumbled entirely?

      “They are pushing with incredible strength.” She sounded impressed, and he suspected that these others could even teach the fire mage something about their abilities.

      Why would it be that they shared the same capabilities?

      That didn’t make much sense. If they could use dragon relics, were they somehow related?

      “Fezarn,” Elorayne said.

      She reached under her cloak and pulled out another item. It flickered for a moment before another dragon pearl began to glow. The spell stabilized, solidifying once more, but he could feel the uncertainty in it. How long would it last before it crumbled much like the others?

      “How long can you hold it?”

      “Not long now,” she said.

      Fes glanced over at Nick. As soon as her spell failed, they would have to act, and what would Nick be able to do? Would he be able to withstand the effect of the Calling?

      Maybe there wasn’t going to be a Calling. Maybe the purpose of these dragon pearls wasn’t to perform a Calling but was for something else entirely. He already began to suspect that the intention of it was to destroy the fire mage temple, and it could be that they wanted nothing more than that.

      They were close. Maybe thirty or forty paces away. It was close enough that Fes could hear soft murmuring from the Damhur. Their voices were quiet, but power touched the air as they spoke.

      More than anything, his attention was fixed on the dragon pearls.

      They were glowing, pulsating, and there was something almost hypnotic in that.

      The power coming from the pearls was different than what he had ever detected from fire mages, and yet, at the same time, it was the same. It had to be the same, otherwise he wouldn’t be able to detect it. It washed over him, even though Elorayne held her shield.

      “Not much longer,” she said softly, her teeth clenched.

      They were barely twenty paces away now. Twenty paces until they reached the nearest dragon pearl. Twenty paces until he could make an attempt to disrupt their spell. Twenty paces until he risked dealing with their magic flowing over him.

      Fes didn’t know if he would be able to withstand it.

      “Fes?” Nick asked.

      He glanced over before realizing that he was watching Elorayne. She staggered, and Fes grabbed her, propping her up.

      “Hold it a little longer,” he said.

      “I…”

      Nick shoved his sword at Fes, who grabbed it while Nick lifted Elorayne and held her up. He was strong, and whether that was from who he had been before Fes had met him or whether it was because of their Deshazl connections, he hoisted Elorayne without much difficulty and simply held her up.

      “I have her,” he said.

      Fes breathed out, squeezing the hilt of his sword. He didn’t dare do anything more than squeeze it. If it moved, he ran the risk of slicing through the spell Elorayne held. Now that he held two swords, there was a strange tingling within him, almost a vibration. Holding on to these blades felt right, though he didn’t know why it should. They weren’t his any more than they were Jaken’s. The daggers… those were his.

      Ten more paces.

      The heat began to be unbearable. It took Fes a moment to realize that what he felt was heat seeping through her spell. She had prevented them from feeling it before, protecting them, and now that they neared, even the power of her spell wasn’t enough to withstand the magic the Damhur were throwing off.

      “Fezarn…”

      Elorayne whispered his name, and something within him responded.

      It seemed almost like a Calling, almost as if she sent a summons through him, demanding that he help.

      This time, there was no sense of a need to please. It was merely a task, and it was the same task that he had planned.

      A few more steps.

      Nick grunted, and Fes realized that the effort of holding Elorayne was more than her weight. It was the effort required of pushing through the spell.

      “I can take her,” Fes said.

      Nick looked over and shook his head. “No. I have her. Just be ready.”

      How had he ever worried about Nick? He was strong, and the fact that he was able and willing to fight, to push back, to carry Elorayne, told Fes everything that he needed to know about how strong he was.

      Five paces. That was all they had. They approached from the middle, no one standing too close to the dragon pearl, and he wondered for a moment why, before deciding that it likely had to do with the heat that was radiating off the pearl. It was immense.

      “Fes?”

      Nick staggered.

      Fes glanced over and saw a look of determination on Nick’s face.

      As Nick staggered, he lunged.

      Elorayne’s spell crumbled even more. Maybe it was the jarring of the spell, or maybe it was simply fatigue finally overwhelming her, but as Nick lunged forward, the spell collapsed.

      Fes leaped with it, and then the spell failed.

      Heat washed over him unlike anything he had ever experienced. It felt as if he were standing on the sun, as if he were living inside of a volcano, and his skin felt as if it wanted to burn free from his body.

      Did he scream?

      He couldn’t tell. If he did, it was involuntary, but if he did, there was a good reason for it. Pain scorched him, and although he tried to ignore it, it became almost too much.

      Fezarn.

      It was almost as if he heard Elorayne’s voice in the back of his head.

      He had worried about a Calling washing over him, and perhaps there was an attempt at a Calling, or maybe it was the heat of their magical spell preventing him from doing anything.

      The murmur of voices became a shout, and Fes knew that he had been detected.

      He looked over, wishing for the ability to take one more step, but the pain in his body seemed to rebel.

      Fezarn.

      The voice was clear, and with it came a sense of urgency.

      Fes felt his mind begin to clear and he shook away the sense that tried to press in on him. He managed to ignore it, and with it, he ignored the pain exploding through him, the heat surging as the spell washed over him.

      He blinked.

      The others were approaching.

      He could feel them as much as he could see them. They pushed upon his consciousness, pushing in with their spell, trying to force him back, and he brought up his swords, only now realizing that they had dropped, the tip of the blades dipping to the ground.

      Fes cried out, crossing the dragonglass blades in front of him. When he did, the blades began to glow, reminding him of when they had been in the forest. That magic started to wash around him, and he took another step.

      He was close. The dragon pearl was within reach.

      All he had to do was jump. Lunge much like Nick had lunged. Fes could do that, couldn’t he? He could do it, and he needed to, much the same way as Nick had felt he needed to lunge.

      His body didn’t want to respond, and this time, Fes was aware that it was the effect of the Calling.

      Fezarn.

      It was Elorayne in his head, Fes was certain of it. Did she know what she had done? Or was this some trick? Had she performed a spell on him, trying to lock the Damhur out of his mind?

      He was nearly there. All he had to do was take another step.

      The others didn’t seem limited in the same way Fes was, and they came close. He would have to fight, he knew it, but would he be able to?

      The power within the dragon pearl swelled again.

      As it did, he realized there was something more within that spell than what he had first believed. In that moment, Fes understood. He had thought the spell had been designed to destroy the fire mage temple. And perhaps that was part of it, but there was something else within it. It was a building energy, the kind of heat that would destroy. The kind of heat that the dragons once had known.

      In that moment, Fes remembered his visions of the dragons. He could see them in his mind. It was almost as if the dragons that he had seen wanted him to feel their presence, to know that they were still there, however deeply buried within him. And if he was Deshazl as he believed, that part of him that was connected to the dragons was still there.

      He had only to reach it.

      But how?

      Another step.

      Everything seemed frozen. This time, it wasn’t only Fes who was frozen. The others were frozen, not taking another step toward him, and he felt a moment where he thought that he would be victorious, and that he could finally reach the dragon pearl.

      The power continued to swell from it.

      It wasn’t that they were trying to push in on the temple. Whatever they were doing was focused, but the focus was different than what he had known. Heat built, enough heat to boil his flesh. Enough heat to destroy everyone in the city.

      Enough heat to raise a dragon.

      Fes lunged, the twin dragonglass swords slashing, but he was too late.
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      The spell exploded.

      It washed over Fes. There were no protections on him, nothing like what Elorayne had been able to do before, and he felt the full brunt of it as it released. With a flash, the dragon pearl went cold, all color draining from it, and he knew that he had been wrong all along. The spell was meant for something else—something much more.

      The blast hit him, striking him in the chest and throwing him back. He shuddered and felt as if his body were baking from the inside. There was no way that he could survive it. There was too much power in that magic, and he would perish here.

      And if what he suddenly feared were right, the Damhur would have exactly what they wanted.

      Fezarn.

      He lifted his head. Could it be that Elorayne still Called to him? Maybe the Call wasn’t to him at all. Maybe the Calling was to something else.

      As he climbed to his knees, he saw the line of others staring toward the fire mage temple. All eyes were lifted toward the sky.

      Fes turned slowly, trepidation and fear rising within him, and saw the top of the temple glowing softly.

      He scrambled forward to Elorayne. She was unconscious, but Nick had somehow managed to survive.

      “Can you get up?” Fes asked.

      Nick blinked slowly. “What happened?”

      “Their spell is done,” Fes said.

      “What spell? I thought you said they wanted to destroy the temple.”

      Fes nodded. “I thought they did, but their desire to destroy the temple was not exactly what I thought.”

      He sheathed his sword and handed the other to Nick, who took it in shaky arms, and looked down at Elorayne. “Is she…”

      Fes shook his head. “I don’t think so. We need to get back to the city.”

      “Why back to the city?”

      Fes looked up at the Damhur. They had ignored him for now, the blast having thrown them twenty paces or more down the side of the hill leading toward the city. It was lucky that it had, for if he had been any closer, they would have simply been able to fall upon him and attack.

      “Can you walk?”

      Nick nodded.

      Fes grabbed Elorayne and scooped her up, starting toward the city. His legs were wobbly and weak, and each time he tried to take another step, he felt as if his body didn’t want to respond.

      “Fes?” Nick asked.

      Fes looked over and realized what had caught his attention. There was a steady movement toward the city from the Damhur. They had seemed to leave the dragon pearls behind. The power within them had been spent, leaving them cold.

      Other items with them glowed.

      “What is that?” Nick asked.

      Fes shook his head. “I have no idea.”

      They ran, Fes ignoring the fatigue and weakness in his legs as he raced toward the city. He should probably have gone a different way, but he could think of nothing else than getting to the city and reaching the safety of the fire mages, even though he knew there would be little that they could do to protect him. How could they protect him when they had been overpowered by the Damhur?

      When they neared the city, he saw Dragon Guards watching him. Standing at the forefront of the Dragon Guard was Jaken.

      Fes groaned. “I don’t know what we’ll deal with here,” he said.

      He slowed as they neared the Dragon Guard. There would be no outrunning them. There would be no fighting them, even if he wanted to—and he didn’t, especially as the city would need their assistance. Fes wasn’t about to remove any others who might be able to protect the city from these others.

      “You made a mistake in returning,” Jaken said. Fes was unsurprised to see that he had somehow procured another dragonglass sword. He rested his hand on the hilt of the blade casually, a threat of attack. At this point, Fes doubted that he could do anything if Jaken decided to attack him. But he wasn’t willing to be taken into custody. Doing so would only place him into the kind of danger that he wanted to avoid.

      “I’m not a part of what just happened,” Fes said.

      “It looks as if you are. You come racing off the hillside after their explosion washes over the city?”

      “I was trying to stop it,” Fes said.

      He hazarded a glance over his shoulder. The others were approaching slowly. There was something intentional about the way they did, and Fes glanced back toward the center of the city and the top of the temple. It still glowed, the light shining brightly, now steadily rising. If it continued on the current path, it would become incredibly bright, almost brighter than the sun.

      If it was what he thought it was, then the Damhur could not get a hold of it.

      “You attacked this temple once, and then you return, bringing a band of others like you into the city. And now you want me to believe that you aren’t responsible for what just happened?”

      Elorayne began to stir. She blinked her eyes open, looking up at Fes.

      “You live,” Elorayne said.

      Fes nodded. “I was too slow.”

      “Too slow for what?”

      “They didn’t attempt to destroy your temple.”

      He felt the Dragon Guard pressing close and shifted Elorayne, putting her in front of him. She moved and nodded to him. When he set her down, she clasped her hands in front of her. He imagined it took a great strength of will to remain standing. If she felt anything like he imagined that she would, it was amazing that she managed to stand. Everything that she had been through would tax her strength, stealing energy from her.

      “Leave him, Captain.”

      Jaken studied Fes for a moment. “This man has—”

      “This man has my permission to be here,” Elorayne said.

      Jaken watched Fes for a moment, giving him a dark gaze that promised that more would come from this. He wouldn’t leave Fes, and Fes didn’t blame him.

      Jaken made a motion, and the Dragon Guard began to spread out, taking positions around the edge of the city.

      “There’s an egg in the temple, isn’t there?”

      She frowned at him. “There is nothing.”

      “There is. I wondered what it was that I felt when I was here before. There was power that radiated from the temple that was nothing like anything I’d ever experienced before. Is it a dragon egg?”

      Elorayne shook her head. “There have been no eggs for a long time. We have searched, but we have found nothing.”

      Fes pointed to the top of the tower. “Then what is that?”

      Her eyes widened. “Dragon’s breath,” she breathed out.

      Fes glanced over at Nick. It couldn’t be a coincidence that she used the same term as the description of the forest. “What is it?”

      “There was a relic found, but we didn’t know what it was,” she said.

      “What kind of relic?” Fes asked.

      They backed into the city, taking steps deeper into it and away from the Damhur. There was a part of Fes that worried that they were retreating when they should be advancing. A part of him feared that they needed to be ready to attack, but there was only so much that he would be able to do. He was exhausted, his body weakened, and he no longer knew if he would be able to withstand another attack.

      It might be that he had used every ounce of energy and that he wouldn’t be able to do anything more.

      “What was the relic?”

      “A dragon heart,” she said.

      She turned away from him and marched through the streets, guiding him off.

      Fes frowned after her. “The dragon heart?”

      She nodded. “We came across a dragon heart, and it was the first one that has been discovered in centuries.”

      “I know. I was there. I was the one who brought the dragon heart out.”

      She paused and looked over at him. “You brought the dragon heart from the plains?”

      He nodded.

      “How is it that I wasn’t aware of that before now?”

      “How is it that you managed to acquire the dragon heart?” When Fes had last left it, it had been with the rebellion. Now that he worried about the rebellion, he wasn’t sure that they should have acquired it, but it still didn’t make sense that the fire mages would have managed to get it. Unless… Could the rebellion have sold it?

      “How did you get it?” he asked again.

      “We have our ways of finding relics that many think are lost.”

      “This was more than a relic that most thought were lost,” Fes said. “This was a relic that I placed with others.”

      She smiled slightly. “Yes. The rebellion.”

      “You knew?”

      “I didn’t know that it was you, but we knew that the rebellion had acquired the dragon heart. Azithan had a replica. It was quite a good replica, but there are certain features that are distinct when it comes to true dragon relics. We identified that the one he believed was real was not, and searched, for everything he’d gone through had been to claim that dragon relic.”

      He had worried about Azithan discovering his deception, and he had, but despite that, Fes had attempted to keep the dragon heart from the empire, allowing the rebellion to have it.

      “How?”

      “Do you think that you are the only one who has managed to penetrate the rebellion?”

      “I didn’t manage to penetrate the rebellion. I was hired for a task, nothing more. I don’t work for the rebellion.”

      Elorayne watched him for a moment before turning away. Fes was forced to hurry to keep up. Despite her recent injury and the effort that she had exerted, she managed to move quickly and hurried away from him.

      “What is the dragon heart?” Fes asked.

      Elorayne shook her head. “We don’t know what exactly a dragon heart is, only that it’s tied to power.”

      His gaze turned to the top of the temple again, watching it glow steadily. It was brighter than it had been, now almost too bright to look at. He couldn’t see the Damhur when he looked back, but he imagined that they continued to stalk toward the city, and as they did, what would they do?

      He had little doubt about their intention. If they had managed to release a dragon, then they would do the same as they once had. They would try to control the dragon, and a war that had been over for a thousand years would be renewed.

      Fes trembled.

      “What if they wanted you to get that dragon heart?”

      “Why would they have wanted that?” she asked.

      “What if there is something required to allow the dragon to hatch that they didn’t have access to?”

      Her mouth pinched in a frown and Fes realized he had the right of it. There was something about the dragon heart, or more likely, something about what they had stored it with.

      “What’s up in the top of the tower?”

      Elorayne said nothing. Whatever it was must have been the reason that the rebellion had allowed the fire mages to acquire the dragon heart.

      And if that had been the case, then Fes had been used even more than he had ever known. He had somewhat come to grips with the fact that Alison had used him, but this was more than using him. This was manipulating him and then discarding him.

      And he had thought there was a connection between them.

      It had been a long time since they had shared that connection, and a long time since he had believed that the two of them were anything more than rivals, but in the time that he had traveled with her while going after the dragon heart, Fes had begun to think that maybe there could be something else.

      And now he began to fully understand just how much she had used him.

      They reached the tower. Fire mages ringed the outside of the tower, though most of them were young, likely embers, students who would have no real experience in manipulating the fire magic. A few of them looked older, though not nearly as experienced as Elorayne. As she approached, many of the fire mages bowed their heads, nodding to her.

      “Master Elorayne,” one of the men said. He at least had the look of someone with some experience, but his eyes were wide and every so often, he glanced up to the top of the tower. “We have tried to get as many as we can out of the temple, but—”

      “We must bring all of our strength to bear to the inside of the temple,” Elorayne said.

      “But Master Elorayne, the temple is—”

      Elorayne studied his face for a long moment. “The temple is not going to explode, if that’s your fear.”

      He looked up, and a bead of sweat trickled down his brow. Fes was scared, too, though there wasn’t much that he could do about that fear. He had no choice but to continue on. What was up in the top of the tower was no worse than the people outside of the city.

      He wanted to run, get away from the Damhur, escape an attack that doubtlessly would be coming. Yet he couldn’t. It was memories of the dragons, dreams that came to him, that he knew were nothing more than dreams, that compelled him to stay. And it was more than that. It was the fact that he might be responsible for this. Even if he had been manipulated, it had been his stubbornness, his eagerness for coin, that had driven him to work with Alison and the rest of the rebellion, and because of that, he had mistakenly given up the dragon heart.

      He would make amends for that, though he didn’t know if there was anything that he really could do.

      Elorayne started into the temple, and Fes and Nick followed. Lanterns glowed on walls inside the temple. He had not entered through the main entrance, and seeing it this way created a sort of majesty to it.

      “How do you think the others are doing?” Nick asked in a whisper.

      Fes glanced over. “Hopefully, they found a place to hide.”

      “Others?” Elorayne asked.

      Fes nodded. “There are other Deshazl that were with us. We were trying to stay ahead of the attackers.”

      “Why would they be after you?”

      “Because of our connection to the dragons,” he said. That was at least close enough to the truth that she would believe it, though it might not be enough for her to help him.

      “Where did they go?” Elorayne asked.

      Fes shook his head. “I don’t know. They went to find a tavern or someplace like that. Someplace where they could stay and be safe and not worry about an attack in the city.”

      Elorayne observed him. “When this is over, you will need to share with me why you were concerned about them.”

      Fes watched her for a moment. If they survived, he might owe her at least that much, wouldn’t he? And if they survived, maybe there was something that Elorayne and the fire mages could do to protect the Deshazl. She had been able to prevent him from feeling the effect of the Calling, so it was believable that there was something that she could do.

      They continued into the temple. A thought came to him, and he looked around. “Where is Jayell?”

      Elorayne watched for a moment.

      Fes stopped. “I won’t go with you until I know what happened to her.”

      “The one you know as Jayell is unharmed.”

      Fes frowned. What did they know Jayell as?

      “Where is she?”

      “It’s possible that she’s no longer even in the temple,” she said.

      “Where would she be?”

      “She would have been brought to safety, especially if everyone thought that there was danger here.”

      Fes hadn’t seen any sign of her, though he hadn’t fully explored the rest of the city. If Jayell was there, he wanted her with him. Mostly because he trusted her. It wasn’t that he distrusted Elorayne; she had nearly expended all of her strength to keep him alive as they had attempted to reach the Damhur.

      “If that is all?”

      Fes shook his head. “It’s not all, but I can wait until this is done to find her again.”

      Elorayne studied him for a moment before nodding. “When this is done.”

      Fes followed her as they reached a wide stair that wound around the inside of the tower. They climbed higher and higher, stretching well into the peak of the temple. Sconces led the way, providing a steady light, most of them shaped in some sort of dragon form. The decorative work was impressive, and Fes should have expected nothing less, especially from the fire mages.

      They reached a landing, and from there, he wondered whether or not Elorayne intended to turn off, but she continued up the stairs.

      “I can’t believe that I’m here,” Nick said.

      “It will be okay,” Fes said.

      “How will it be okay? We lost everything. We’re in the heart of the fire mage domain. And—”

      Fes patted him on the arm. “When this is over, we can find her, too.”

      He breathed out a heavy sigh that was filled with a sense of despair. Nick didn’t expect to ever see his sister again, and he blamed the fire mages, which made the fact that he had willingly come with Fes all the more impressive.

      They continued to climb. He didn’t know how Elorayne managed to do it, especially given how weak she must be. Fes’s legs were tired, and he wondered whether he would be able to make it to the top of the temple. With each step, his legs burned.

      It wasn’t all that burned.

      It took a moment for him to realize that his entire body burned with each step. It was almost as if he was pushing against power that he shouldn’t be able to even detect as he attempted to climb.

      He considered bringing out the sword and trying to slice through the spell, but there was a part of him that knew this was no fire mage spell. Whatever it was that he was fighting against, this was nothing that he had ever encountered.

      It reminded him of the Calling, though unlike the Calling, he didn’t feel as if he could fight it. It didn’t try to control him, it forced him to slow.

      If this came from a dragon—or even a dragon attempting to hatch—the power within it was impressive. How would Fes be able to withstand that? How would any of them? And if the Damhur managed to control the dragon, what would happen?

      Fes could imagine what it would be. A dragon would attack, and the people of this time would not know how to deal with it. It had been centuries since anyone had faced a dragon. The fire mages might be skilled, but they didn’t have any experience facing a dragon. No one did. And they would be overwhelmed. Ultimately, they would be forced to destroy the dragon.

      Surprisingly, that as much as anything bothered Fes immensely.

      It gave him strength, and he lunged forward, reaching Elorayne and moving past her.

      “Fezarn—”

      “I’m not going to let them reach the dragon before me,” Fes said.

      “There may not be anything that you can do,” Elorayne said.

      “I’m Deshazl. There is something that I can do.”

      He continued to climb the stairs and paused a moment to glance back at Nick, who motioned him forward.

      Fes would reach the dragon. He would do whatever it took to help the dragon. And he would keep the Damhur from getting to it.

      Fes continued up the stairs, moving quickly as he went and resisting the pressure that he felt, the steady sense of resistance that seemed to try to hold him from reaching the top of the temple. He had no idea how high he had already climbed and didn’t know how much higher he would have to go, but hopefully, he would be able to get there soon.

      The power built, more and more, and soon it would be released. What would happen then?

      If the dragon exploded from the top of the tower, what would happen?

      Fes needed to be there if it happened. He had to somehow find a way of preventing the Damhur from controlling it.

      And then what?

      They would have to hide the dragon.

      Where?

      He didn’t have a chance to come to that conclusion. The power exploded, sending Fes stumbling, staggering down the steps before he caught himself.

      All resistance faded, and he raced up the stairs to find an open platform.

      His breath caught.

      Standing on the platform, perched with massive wings that curled outward, was a dragon.

      Fes had seen dragons in his dreams, and he had seen artwork depicting them but had never expected to see one in person.

      They were real. And it was amazing.

      The creature had a massive body and a tail that wrapped around it, ending with sharp spikes. Scales glittered a deep blue that was almost purple.

      It was the same color as the one he’d seen in his dreams.

      The dragon eyed him with eyes glowing a deep yellow. Steam coursed from its nose, and he feared an explosion of heat.

      “You can’t go down there,” Fes said.

      What was he doing? How could he talk to a dragon?

      But all reports said that the dragons were incredibly intelligent creatures, so why wouldn’t he talk to a dragon?

      “They want to attack you,” Fes said. “They intend to use you.”

      The dragon roared. The sound was incredible, and it pierced Fes’s ears, screaming out a cry that was foreign and powerful, and the kind of cry that left Fes longing to hear it again.

      There was power in the dragon’s roar.

      “Please,” he said.

      The dragon spread its wings and, with a powerful push, it leaped into the air.
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      Fes raced back down the temple, passing Elorayne and Nick as he did, motioning for them to follow. The stairs seemed darker, though the sconces along the wall remained lit. Maybe seeing the dragon dimmed everything.

      “It’s too late,” Fes said, hollering up the stairs.

      “What’s too late?” Nick asked.

      “The dragon is free,” Fes said.

      He glanced up at Elorayne, and she blinked. “The dragon is free?” she asked with a whisper.

      “It is.”

      “You saw it?”

      “If we get to the base of the tower, you’ll see it.”

      They reached the base of the temple, and Fes threw the door open and stumbled outside. The fire mages all around stared up, and Fes followed the direction of their gaze.

      The dragon soared, circling around the top of the temple.

      “I never thought that I would see one,” Elorayne said.

      “Now that you do, it’s time to do everything we can to keep the Damhur from controlling it.”

      “Controlling it?” She didn’t take her gaze off the sky, though Fes couldn’t blame her. Even though he’d seen dragons in his visions, this was something quite different. More majestic, if that were possible.

      He nodded. “That’s their intent. They have some way of controlling those who have the connection to the dragons.”

      Her breath caught. “Deshazl.”

      He nodded. “That’s why we headed for the temple. We needed help, and we thought that we could be safe by coming here, but…”

      “What now?” Nick asked.

      The sound of fighting came from the streets.

      Fes jerked his head around. “Now I think we have to fight.”

      He unsheathed his sword, and Nick followed. Elorayne watched them, her eyes narrowing. “You would fight for the city?”

      Fes shook his head. “I would fight to protect the dragon,” he said.

      “That might have to be all we have,” she said.

      She dipped her hands into the pockets of her cloak and pulled out a pair of dragon claws. As she squeezed them, heat began to build, slower than it had when she had confronted him before. Elorayne shook her head. “I hope I have enough strength,” she said.

      “If you don’t, I will fight alongside you,” Fes said.

      She watched him before nodding.

      They headed into the city. Fes took them straight toward the sounds of chaos. As he went, the pressure of a Calling built. It was steady, like a drumbeat, and it built within him. He glanced over at Nick, who nodded at him.

      “I feel it,” Nick said.

      “We need to fight this. We need to be there for the dragon.”

      “I can fight it,” Nick said.

      “Think of your sister,” he said.

      Nick frowned. “Why my sister?”

      “You need to find that part of you that burns. It’s a part that is most connected to the dragons, but it’s the part that will allow you to ignore the control. We have to overpower the Calling.”

      Fes glanced up at the sky. The dragon was still there, circling. How long would it be before the Damhur managed to take control of it?

      And when they did, it wouldn’t take long before the city was destroyed. A single dragon would be more powerful than any of them could withstand. Perhaps the ancient fire mages had some way of stopping dragons, but the fire mages of today didn’t have any experience with that. They wouldn’t know what it took to do so. There wouldn’t be any way of understanding just what was involved in preventing the dragon from destroying the city. If the Damhur controlled it, the fire mages might be forced to throw all the power they had at the dragon to stop it.

      They had to get to the Damhur before that took place. They had to prevent the attack, stop the Calling, before it had a chance to take full effect.

      He turned a corner and in the distance saw Dragon Guards fighting with soldiers of the Damhur.

      Fes motioned to Nick, and they started down the street. Power built from Elorayne and exploded upon the soldiers, throwing some of the Damhur back.

      Fes reached the nearest attackers and leaped into the battle.

      He didn’t hold back. He put everything that he could into the fight, throwing himself entirely into it, letting the power of the attack consume him. He didn’t restrict himself from the heat that boiled within him, letting that connection to the Deshazl build. As he fought, it seemed to flow through his dragonglass sword, and he swept it through each of the attackers. Explosions sent the Damhur flying back. Fes didn’t know whether that came from him, the magic coursing through him, or whether it came from Elorayne and her promise to fight alongside him. As they cut through the line of others, Fes decided it didn’t matter.

      Within moments, the battle was done. The Dragon Guard they were fighting alongside hurried off, heading into the city, presumably to fight others.

      Fes glanced at Nick and then Elorayne. Both nodded, giving him permission to continue. Rather than chasing the Dragon Guard, he focused on the feeling of the Calling. He didn’t need to fight soldiers. He needed to fight those who could control him. If he and Nick and Elorayne could reach them and stop them, then he wouldn’t have to worry about the dragon being consumed by the power of these others.

      At one street intersection, he saw a familiar face.

      “Is that—”

      Fes nodded. The young woman was one of the Deshazl who had come with them, and she saw them and started toward them, carrying a staff in her hand. Fes didn’t remember her name and knew that she didn’t have any ability to fight.

      “The Calling,” Fes said.

      Nick nodded. “Keep going. I will keep her from getting to us,” he said.

      “Just disarm her, and—”

      A spell exploded from Elorayne and slammed into the girl. She crumbled, falling to the cobblestone street.

      “What was—”

      “She is unharmed,” Elorayne said.

      They moved past the girl, and Fes glanced down long enough to see that she was breathing. If they could stop the attack, then they could dislodge the Calling that controlled her.

      “We have to be ready to come across others that we know,” Fes said.

      Nick nodded. “What happens if Nina attacks?”

      Fes hoped it wouldn’t come to that. He didn’t want to confront Nina. She was someone he respected, and more than that, he suspected that Nina would be capable.

      “We will just have to hope that we don’t. And if we do…”

      He looked over at Elorayne, and she nodded. “I don’t have too many more of those in me,” she said.

      As much as anything, that might have been the worst part about what had happened. They had wasted her energy trying to reach the line of troops outside the city, and when they had, there wasn’t anything that she could even do. Fes hadn’t stopped their spell.

      Maybe he was never meant to stop their spell. After seeing the dragon, would he have done anything differently? Fes recognized the value in bringing the creature back, as long as they could do so in a way that wouldn’t allow these others to control them. If he could somehow help them, prevent the Damhur from controlling it, then would it really be so bad for a dragon to have returned?

      He continued to follow the sense of the Calling.

      It wasn’t difficult. The sense of it filled him, practically dragging him along the street. It was powerful and compelling, and thankfully with Elorayne with him, he was able to ignore that sense. He didn’t have to fear.

      He held onto the sense of seething rage within himself. It was a burning sort of energy, and it built, rising in time with the Calling. He didn’t fight it. What was the point in fighting that which would protect him?

      “Fes?”

      He looked over to see a pained look on Nick’s face. He stared at Fes and froze.

      “You have to resist,” he said to Nick.

      “What is it?” Elorayne asked.

      “It’s the Damhur. They’re attempting to control him.”

      She pointed her dragon claw at Nick, and Fes shook his head. “No. Give him a chance. Nick is strong.” He turned his attention to Nick, grabbing his shoulders. “You can work through it. You can resist. It’s in you.”

      “How can I resist if they can control dragons?”

      “We have to be able to resist.”

      For a moment, Nick’s eyes went blank. They took on the glassy appearance of Deshazl who had been controlled, and he worried that he wouldn’t be able to bring Nick back. If it came to it, he had to be willing to let Elorayne knock him out.

      He looked around as a cluster of people approached. None looked as if they belonged in the city, and none had the appearance of a fire mage.

      The others.

      “Keep an eye on him. If it comes to it…”

      Elorayne nodded.

      Fes threw himself forward, barely controlled anger filling him. Power built within him unlike anything he’d ever experienced before. Was it a matter of his anger? Or was there something else that caused that power to rise within him?

      Two soldiers met his blade.

      Fes was thrown back. They carried dragonglass blades.

      How?

      The only people he’d seen the dragonglass blades had been his parents and Jaken.

      Deshazl.

      They were controlled. They were Deshazl.

      Fes couldn’t hurt them, could he?

      His hesitation gave them a chance to dart forward, and as much as he wanted not to hurt them, he didn’t know that he would have a chance. Fes didn’t have enough control over his abilities to be able to fight them without harming them. All he wanted to do was find some way of cutting through their attack. If they were Deshazl, there might be something he could learn from them. There might be some way that Arudis could help, if he could find her.

      The other person behind them watched.

      Golden blonde hair was twisted into a thick braid, and it hung down to the middle of her back. She was dressed in navy and green, bold colors that seemed almost as if they intended to announce her as something other than a member of the empire.

      She was the one controlling them.

      Could she be the one attempting the Calling on Nick?

      Anger filled him, and he jumped.

      There had been times before when Fes had managed to explode with power that he hadn’t known he possessed. The first time he had used his anger, letting it fill him, had been one such time. He shouldn’t have survived when confronted with that many mercenaries, and yet he had.

      This was another.

      The jump carried him up and over, and he twisted in the air, coming to land behind this woman. She turned slowly, seemingly unconcerned about his presence.

      Fes couldn’t move.

      “You have been most troublesome.”

      He trembled. Every part of his being wanted nothing more than to break free of what she was doing to him, but he couldn’t. It felt as if he were held in place, locked. The two men turned to him, both holding swords made of the same unbreakable dragonglass as his.

      They would destroy him.

      “Who are you?” she asked. “How is it that you have managed to evade us as long as you have?”

      He attempted to fight, but it wouldn’t make a difference. As much as he wanted to escape, as much as he wanted to counter the magic that she was using on him, he didn’t think that he could.

      His body quivered.

      The desire to please her began to build. It was almost as if he had no choice but to comply, to find some way to answer her summons, to do anything that would bring her joy, but how?

      A nagging part deep within him told him that pleasing her would betray himself.

      And who was he?

      An animal. He was nothing more than a servant to her. He would be a soldier. He would fight on her side. He would help bring down this empire.

      In that moment, Fes wanted nothing more than to do that, to help satisfy that urge, to bring about the end of the empire, and to control the dragon.

      The dragon.

      He didn’t need to look up to know that it still circled in the sky. The dragon had power. He had seen it in his dreams. It should not be chained and controlled. It should be allowed to fly free.

      Even as she placed the thought in his head, the belief that he should succumb to her wishes, he knew as clearly as he knew anything that the dragon did not deserve that fate. It should be allowed the freedom to soar in the sky. Return to the dragon plains. Perhaps head north, beyond the mountains.

      Like a whisper, he heard something in the back of his mind.

      Fezarn.

      What was it that he heard? Why should he hear it?

      It came again, this time louder, practically demanding that he pay attention to it.

      Fezarn.

      That word. He knew it.

      That was a name. His name.

      “Fezarn!” He screamed the word, his name.

      Distantly, he heard the dragon roar. As it did, he was freed. The effect of the binding, that of the Calling, released from him.

      Fes lunged forward with his sword and slipped it into the woman’s belly.

      Her eyes went wide.

      He darted back, half expecting the two men to follow and attack, but they collapsed, dropping to the ground without so much as a sound.

      He blinked, looking up. The dragon still circled, but the circle was growing wider.

      That troubled him. At some point, he feared that the dragon would continue to sweep around, and when it did, the Damhur would gain control of it.

      He had to prevent that, but how?

      He glanced back. Somewhere along the street, he would find Elorayne, and she could work with him, helping him.

      Racing toward where he left her, he found the fire mage near Nick. “Is Nick hurt?” he asked as he reached Elorayne.

      She stood with her hands pressed out in front of her, the dragon claws glowing. Nick was motionless, but his eyes had begun to return to normal and color had returned to his face.

      “Fes?”

      “I’m here,” he said.

      “What happened?”

      “It seems as if you weren’t able to avoid the effect of the Calling.”

      “How… How am I here?”

      “Because I stopped the woman performing the Calling.”

      He glanced up at the sky. The dragon screeched again, the roar splitting the night. Flames followed, streaking out from it. Heat billowed with it.

      “If they control the dragon and it attacks the city…” He started, and Elorayne nodded. “We need to end this.”

      They continued along the street. He came across more of the other soldiers and hesitated long enough to determine they weren’t his Deshazl who had been controlled before he leaped into the fray, cutting them down. The soldiers were easy enough, and he feared coming across more of the people who could perform the Calling.

      They swept along the streets, and Fes came face to face with another woman.

      A dozen people appeared behind her.

      “You have avoided us so far,” she said.

      Elorayne sent fire magic sweeping at the woman, but two of the men intervened and sliced down with their swords, cutting away the fire magic.

      The woman smiled. “You will see that there is very little that you can do that will stop us,” she said.

      Fes lunged and was blocked.

      He turned. Nick looked at him, his eyes blank.

      A woman like this, able to control a dozen or more men, would be incredibly powerful. She would be a threat to the dragon.

      But a dozen soldiers?

      And if they were Deshazl, Fes wouldn’t want to risk harming them.

      With this, there might not be a choice. Nick was the only person he would have to be especially careful with.

      Fes focused on the heat within him, letting the power of the dragons swell within him. It came slowly, more slowly than he would have liked, especially considering how necessary it was to somehow find a way to escape. The woman watched him, and she smiled as she seemed to know his struggle.

      Deep within him, he felt a stirring. He held onto that sense, maintaining that connection, the sense of the power. That stirring was somehow tied to reaching power.

      What had he done before?

      If he could do that again? If he could somehow reach for the same power that he had managed to use on the soldiers the last time, he would be able to stop them. Wouldn’t he?

      How had he done it?

      It had poured out of him, and he remembered how he had used the sword, somehow focusing that.

      Fes let the sense of the Deshazl part of him continue to build, rising up, and he focused on it, calling to it, and it joined with the strange stirring within him.

      Fes raised the sword in front of himself.

      When it had happened before, he had called out his name, hadn’t he?

      No. That had only been for the Calling.

      Somehow, he would find a way to release that power.

      He held his hand up and tried to push it out.

      The soldiers moved toward him.

      Fes had to act and couldn’t let them to attack him. But if she did anything now, it would disrupt whatever it was that he might be able to do.

      Heat built behind him, Elorayne working on her fire mage spell, but it dissipated, evaporating as the Deshazl captured by this other managed to destroy the spell. She was a powerful fire mage, and despite that, her magic faded as if it were nothing.

      Fes resisted the urge to fight. He resisted the urge to succumb to the fire and rage within him, controlling it. He held on to it as the men approached. He didn’t want to kill them, and if he unleashed that part of himself, that was what was going to happen. There was no question in Fes’s mind that he would.

      Was this what Arudis had in mind when she told him that he needed to master all parts of himself?

      The soldiers twitched.

      In another moment, Fes had little doubt that they would attack. He was ready.

      The woman smiled, almost a condescending look that she gave to Fes. “Perhaps I was wrong, and you won’t be nearly as helpful as I had hoped,” she said.

      Fes pushed out, letting the rage and anger explode.

      The power flowed from him and slammed into everyone around him.

      Even Fes staggered from it.

      He caught himself and lunged forward, ignoring the Deshazl that he had attacked who were now lying scattered around him on the street. The woman had fallen, and he stood over her.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      Fes smiled and rammed his sword into her chest. “I am Fezarn.”

      Power exploded from his sword, and Fes did nothing to restrain it. He wanted that power to erupt, and it tore through the woman, ripping her apart. Her control over the Deshazl hopefully shattered.

      Withdrawing the blade from her chest, he looked around for Elorayne. She watched him from where she had been thrown toward the side of the street. Nick lay unconscious on the street. He still breathed, and Fes was thankful for that. “Are you hurt?” he asked Elorayne.

      “I’ve not seen anything like that before,” she said.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Did you do that intentionally?”

      “This time, I tried to. The last time it happened wasn’t intentional.”

      Her eyes narrowed for a moment. “It seems there is much we need to learn about the Deshazl.”

      “I think you need to focus your energy on these others.”

      There would be more in the city. Stopping the one would only be part of it. If they were going to attack, there was very little that would delay them. He might have encountered one of these others who had an ability to perform a powerful Calling, but she wasn’t alone. Fes could still feel it, and when he looked up at the sky, noticing the way the dragon continued its ever-widening circle, he feared for it.

      “What is it?” Elorayne asked.

      He nodded toward the sky. “Look at its circle. It keeps getting wider.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything.”

      “How much longer will it be before the dragon circles out toward where these others are, and they manage to take control of it?”

      Elorayne frowned. “We need to disrupt it.”

      “There’s something about your fire magic that helps. I don’t understand it, but you need to gather the fire mages—all of them—and use it to counteract the Calling.”

      Elorayne watched him, concern on her face. “How do we do that?

      “Use the same type of spell as you had been using on the city. Push outward with it, and use that connection to see if you can force away the effect of the Calling.”

      Would it even work? It was possible that it wouldn’t, regardless of the power of the fire mages. These others could be more powerful than them. Fes hated that they might not be enough to save the dragon.

      Had this been what the ancient Deshazl had gone through?

      It would have been worse—much worse. From the look of the dragon bones that he’d seen in the dragon plains, the torment of the dragons had been much more significant. He thought that he understood why they had retreated toward the northern mountains. Could it be that the dragons and the Deshazl thought that retreating to the mountains would have protected them from the Damhur?

      And it hadn’t. The dragons still had been attacked, the Deshazl had still been attacked, and they had both been destroyed.

      At least Fes thought that he understood why the Deshazl would have been willing to help collect relics for the empire. If the empire had fought these others, using the fire mages, the Deshazl would have partnered with them. Even after the dragons were gone, there would have been value in partnering with the empire, especially as the empire would have been much less likely to use the Deshazl.

      Elorayne stared at Fes. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to stop as many of them as I can.”

      “What happens if they, you know, perform this Calling on you, and control you in their way of doing it?”

      Fes looked up at the sky. “I have to do whatever I can.”

      Elorayne offered a half smile. “You are not what I was led to believe you would be.”

      “And what were you led to believe that I would be?”

      “Selfish.” She held his gaze for a long moment. “That is the story on you, Fezarn. You have wanted nothing more than to serve yourself. When you came to the temple, I thought that was more of the same. I believed you were here to acquire relics you could sell and make even more money.”

      “That’s not why I was here,” Fes said.

      “I see that. Jayell was trying to convince us otherwise, but…” She glanced over at the tower of the temple. The top of it had been destroyed, exploded outward from the dragon’s arrival. “I wish you strength, but it seems that you don’t need that from me. Instead, I will wish you well.”

      She turned and started back toward the temple. Fes looked around, wondering whether he could do as he had suggested. Would he be strong enough?

      Could he be strong enough?

      The sound of violence in the street propelled him forward, almost as much as the occasional screech of the dragon overhead. What choice did he have but to fight?
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      Fes encountered another pack of soldiers. None of them carried dragonglass swords. Did that mean they weren’t Deshazl? They swarmed him, not giving him a chance to question.

      Fes held back at first, afraid to attack to vigorously. If he allowed that part of himself to come out, he would end up killing these people, and he didn’t want to harm them, not without knowing who they were.

      One of them got close, and there was a dark smile on their face. “We were supposed to bring you in, but I think it would be better if we leave your body here.”

      Fes punched the man in the face, splitting his lips. Two others surged forward, and Fes swept through their swords, leaving nothing but shattered blades behind. He wouldn’t be able to withstand their attack without allowing himself a deeper connection.

      He focused on his memories, that of losing his brother, and Indra, and finally, new memories that left him thinking of the Deshazl, chained in the back of wagons, strangers intending to cart them off to some other land to be used like animals.

      And lastly, he thought of the dragon. Even in the middle of his fight, he was vaguely aware of it circling overhead. There was a constant pressure, a presence that came from the dragon, and it reminded him of what he felt when confronted with fire mage magic. This had many of the same qualities, the heat and the power, but mixed within it was something different.

      Fes allowed that power to explode from him.

      He carved through three men before they even knew that he’d started toward them.

      Fes jabbed, catching the man he punched in the belly, disemboweling him. Spinning, he confronted three more and barely focused as he slid the sword through them. The dragonglass blade met everything, not struggling at all with what Fes asked the blade to do, carving through every attacker.

      There was more movement along the street, and he looked up to see nearly two dozen of the Damhur coming at him.

      A memory of his time in the capital came to him, and he faltered. He had destroyed all of them, but those men hadn’t been soldiers, at least not most of them. These men would be. Some of them might be Deshazl who had been captured and forced to serve, and others might be those who came from the Damhur homeland.

      They fell upon him before he had a chance to think about his reaction. And what was there for him to think about? He needed to fight.

      Could it all fall on him? He had seen hundreds of the Damhur surrounding the city and suspected there would be hundreds more that he hadn’t seen. It was an army, and they were powerful, equipped with fire magic that even the empire’s fire mages struggled against.

      His sword met a dragonglass sword.

      The man holding it glared at him, hatred burning in his eyes.

      They were Deshazl eyes.

      Fes almost faltered again, but the dragon roaring spurred him to action.

      He fought, twisting and turning, trying to create some separation between himself and the other attackers, but there were too many. There was a limit to how much he could push them back. When he unsheathed the other sword, he spun, crossing the blades and pushing outward with that Deshazl connection, trying to explode it away from him.

      Would it even work?

      Fes didn’t know whether or not it would or whether the Deshazl would be immune to it, especially when they were in numbers like this.

      Power exploded from him, but it wasn’t nearly as much as it had been before.

      It gave him some room, and he swept the swords out in front of himself, extending the space. He twisted, lunging forward and attacking, and was met by a skilled swordsman. Each time he turned, twisting through the motions, the attackers met him, blow for blow.

      With sudden certainty, Fes knew he was outmatched. He would die here. The dragon would be Called. Friends would be attacked.

      Fes didn’t have many friends, not before all of this. The few had consisted of Tracen in the city and Indra. Did he count Azithan?

      Not many friends. Or he hadn’t, not before finding the Deshazl.

      If he fell, and if the dragon fell, the Damhur would continue to come. They would Call the Deshazl, and they would force them into servitude, turning them into slaves. How many of the boys that Fes had rescued would be forced to become soldiers? How many of the women would become something else—possibly worse?

      They deserved more.

      He continued to fight, but he wasn’t fast enough. As much as he wanted to overpower the soldiers attacking him, Fes fell back, trying to put a building behind him rather than more soldiers.

      They recognized what he was doing and kept him in the middle of a circle of soldiers. Someone’s sword slid down his blade and nicked his arm. Fes winced, ignoring the pain. He tried pulling on the connection to the Deshazl, searching for that power, but it wasn’t there.

      As much as he wanted to fight, he was spent. He had given too much of himself trying to escape, and now… Now he had nothing left to give.

      He stumbled and barely managed to bring his blade up to block.

      I’m sorry.

      It was meant for the dragon, sadness that he wasn’t able to help, that he hadn’t been enough, but what did the dragon care?

      A roar echoed, reverberating off buildings and filling Fes’s mind. Heat scorched over him, reminding him of what he’d felt when confronting the Damhur, trying to get to the dragon pearls.

      Were they performing a Calling on him again? Were they somehow convincing him that he couldn’t move? It was possible that they were.

      Even if they were, there wasn’t anything that Fes could do to ignore it.

      He would fight to the death. He would bring down as many as he could and hopefully buy time.

      Fes roared, leaping to his feet, spinning his blades.

      He lunged forward, no longer mindful of himself or his safety, sweeping the blades at anyone near enough to reach. He missed, and though he attempted to attack, none of the blades connected.

      He was forced back.

      As he fell back, knowing there were attackers behind him, he thought he heard a commotion on the opposite side of the street.

      More of the Damhur were coming.

      Even if he somehow managed to defeat these, he wouldn’t be able to overcome all of them.

      The fighting pressed closer, and soldiers that had been attacking Fes turned, giving Fes an opening. He didn’t hesitate to stab them in the back, bringing them down.

      He fought with renewed energy. Maybe the distraction would be enough, and he would be able to take down a few more. Even if he did, it was unlikely to matter, especially as there were more coming at him.

      Fes roared again, and it seemed as if the dragon circling roared with him.

      He knocked back a line of soldiers. Bringing his sword back, he was ready to strike when he realized that they were Dragon Guard.

      It was a Dragon Guard he recognized, the man he had come across when he’d first come to the city.

      “You,” the man said. He looked around at the bodies strewn around Fes. There were ten other Dragon Guard with him, and they finished bringing down the rest of the attackers, giving Fes a needed respite. “I thought you were with them?”

      Fes shook his head. “I told you that I was not.”

      “Who are they?”

      Fes shook his head. “They are the Damhur. I don’t know where they are from.”

      “They are skilled fighters.”

      “So it seems,” Fes said.

      “You are a skilled fighter.”

      “I’m only doing what I need to for my friends.”

      “There are more,” the Dragon Guard soldier said.

      Fes nodded. “There are hundreds. I tried to warn you that they were coming, that they wanted to attack the city, but no one wanted to listen.”

      “The mages are planning something,” the Dragon Guard soldier said.

      Fes looked up, and now that he was no longer fighting, he had a chance to focus on what he could detect of fire magic. It flowed around him, and he realized that Elorayne must have reached the temple and begun to work with the fire mages. Their magic flowed out from them and swept into the city. There might not be any intent behind it other than a desire to prevent the Damhur from controlling the dragon.

      Would it be enough?

      Fes had to hope that it would be.

      “What will you do?” the soldier asked Fes.

      “The same as what I have been doing. Fighting.”

      Fes wondered if the soldier might invite Fes to join him, but he nodded and made a motion, and the Dragon Guard continued down the street, marching on.

      It was probably for the best. What would he have done anyway had he been given the opportunity to fight alongside the Dragon Guard? They wouldn’t trust him, and he wasn’t sure that he could trust them, either.

      There was something that he could do that others might not be able to do.

      If he focused on the Calling, he might be able to use that connection to search for more of the Damhur that he needed to remove, the threat that would be dangerous to the dragons. That was something the Dragon Guard would not be able to assist with.

      Fes tried to ignore the sense of fire magic flowing over him. Instead, he shifted his focus, trying to find that sense of power that Called to him. There had to be a Calling still in the city. He knew that there had to be, especially as they would be using it on the dragon.

      As he focused, he detected that sense.

      It was faint, but he followed it, meandering through the streets and not finding any more soldiers. Fes wasn’t surprised that he didn’t find any. They would be protecting whoever was performing the Calling.

      He began moving faster, tracking the sense of the Calling. At one point, he came across a cluster of soldiers, and he hacked them down before they had a chance to pay attention to him. He continued on, ignoring the sense of the fire magic that pressed on him. It was powerful, and he was impressed by what Elorayne had managed to do. Maybe that was the reason that the Calling felt so faint.

      Hopefully it would protect the other Deshazl, as well.

      He turned a corner and found the Damhur.

      They weren’t in the city, not like the rest. Dozens of them stood on the hillside, far too many for him to overpower easily. At their center was a woman who looked much like the one Fes had faced before.

      How many of the men surrounding her were Deshazl?

      For some reason, that made him pause more than anything else. He didn’t want to hurt Deshazl, especially as he had felt the influence of the Calling and he understood what it was that they must have gone through. If they had lived their entire lives controlled, they might know nothing else.

      Fes remained on the outskirts of the city, looking out at them.

      What could he do?

      There might not be anything to do, not unless he somehow managed to find people who could fight with him. Fes turned and headed back into the city. He ran and skidded to a stop when he saw a dozen Dragon Guard. Jaken was among them.

      “I need you to come with me,” he said.

      Jaken glared at him. “And why would I come with you?”

      “Do you see that?” he asked, pointing to the sky.

      Jaken looked up. “It’s kind of hard to miss.”

      “These others intend to control the dragon. If they manage to do so, I doubt that you or the fire mages have any experience controlling a violent dragon.”

      Jaken frowned. “How are they able to control it?”

      “Just know that they can.”

      Jaken looked at the other Dragon Guards with him. Finally, he turned his attention back to Fes. “If this is some sort of trap—”

      Fes shook his head. “It’s no trap. I need your help.”

      He wasn’t sure whether or not Jaken would help. If he did, they still might not have enough men to combat the Damhur and reach the woman at the center, but at least they had a better chance than if Fes went alone.

      “Where?”

      Fes breathed out a sigh and guided them back to the edge of the city. They paused, looking out at the line of others. From here, Fes could feel something more than just the Calling. They were using some sort of fire magic along with it, and the combination was potent, almost as if they were somehow attempting to overpower what the fire mages were doing in the temple.

      Fes glanced over at Jaken. “Can you feel it?”

      “Feel what?”

      “Can you feel what they’re doing?”

      Jaken said nothing, but the slight tension around his eyes suggested that he did. From the way he had managed to cut through a fire mage spell, Fes had thought him Deshazl and wasn’t surprised he could feel this, too.

      “They will be skilled soldiers, but if we can reach her,” he said, motioning to the woman, “we can stop them before any sort of attack occurs.”

      “She controls them?”

      “I think so.”

      “Think? They outnumber us three to one, so if you only think that they do—”

      There was movement near them, and Fes jerked his head around to see a trio of dark-robed fire mages appearing.

      “Jayell?”

      He thought that he imagined it. He had wanted to rescue her for so long that having her suddenly appear felt almost more than he could believe. How was it that she was here?

      And she looked unharmed. Fes was pleased that, other than the fire mage robe, she looked no different than the last time he’d seen her. He had worried that she’d be beaten or bruised or any number of other things, but she wasn’t. She was unharmed.

      “Fes? When Elorayne said—”

      Fes ran over to her and wrapped his arms around her in a hug. “What did they do to you?”

      Jayell shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. What’s going on?”

      He looked at the other two fire mages. From what he could tell, they would be older, likely higher degrees, possibly similar to Elorayne. “She sent you here, didn’t she?”

      Jayell nodded. “She thought you might need help. I’ve been looking…”

      Fes turned his attention toward the grouping of others out on the hillside. “You three need to focus on a shield for us,” he said.

      Jayell frowned at him. “Wouldn’t it be easier to attack?”

      “Your attack won’t work on them.” He raised the sword, and her eyes widened. “A shield will help protect us until we can reach them. I don’t know what they’ll throw at us before then.”

      And he didn’t know whether they would be powerful enough to maintain the shield. Elorayne was a first degree, and she had barely been able to maintain it. Then again, Elorayne had fought against the effect of the magic that they tried to use to raise the dragon.

      Jayell and the other two fire mages took a position in front of Fes and the rest of the Dragon Guards. From there, power began to surge, curving around them in a shield that Fes felt. He glanced over at Jaken, and the clenching of his jaw told Fes that he could feel the same thing.

      They started forward.

      Power began to explode around them, but the shield the fire mages held prevented them from being struck. Regardless, Fes ducked with each attack, knowing it wouldn’t matter but still unable to help himself.

      “Faster,” he said.

      “There is resistance,” Jayell said.

      “I know there’s resistance, but we have to fight against it. Do everything you can to ignore that resistance.”

      Jayell nodded, and they continued pushing forward. Every so often, he could feel how their shield faltered. How much longer would they have before it failed completely?

      At least this time, there was more of them to fight. At least this time, he wouldn’t be confronting the entirety of the Damhur army. When they were ten paces away, soldiers of the Damhur split off from the woman and surged toward them.

      “Now,” he said to Jaken.

      Fes raced forward, sliding around the shield and darted forward in an attack. He unleashed everything that he had remaining. There was the power of the Deshazl flowing through him, and he pulled on it, strength that had been fading suddenly surging within him. He wasn’t certain what he did, or how he did it, but he did it. It had to flow through him. He needed that power to fill him.

      Fes screamed.

      He hadn’t realized it, but there had been a slight effect of the Calling on him.

      The scream released the effect.

      He plunged forward, stabbing with his sword, hacking, his movements brutal, with none of the careful swordsmanship that he barely glimpsed from Jaken and the other Dragon Guard. They were sword masters. Fes was something else. He was a brute, and he used his brutish ability to continue to fight, to carve through the Damhur, and as he did, he found himself nearly to the other woman.

      Much like the last, she had a thick braid of golden hair. Her face was beautiful, but the power she yielded was horrific. She turned toward him, seemingly aware that he was near, and for a moment he froze.

      Fezarn.

      His name echoed in his head, and it released him from her hold.

      He brought his sword up, preparing to drive it down and destroy her, but his sword blow was blocked by Jaken.

      “Jaken. Fight this.”

      The Dragon Guard Captain’s eyes had gone blank, the same as he had seen from Nick. Fighting Nick was one thing. Nick had no real skill, and though he was strong, it was a simple matter for Fes to overpower him.

      Jaken was a trained soldier. He was a skilled swordsman. And Fes should have known better than to bring him into this, especially with the risk that he could be Called and controlled.

      “You shouldn’t have come,” the woman said. “The others have failed to collect you, but I will not.”

      Fes blocked a pair of attacks from Jaken. What must the other man be feeling? Likely he was motivated by a desire to please, the same motivation that filled Fes when seduced by the Calling. Somehow, Jaken had to fight that desire off. Somehow, Fes had to get to this woman.

      He was forced back. Jaken was too skilled, and in this mindless state, controlled by the woman, there was almost nothing Fes could do. His movements were a blur, almost as if he summoned every bit of Deshazl power that he owned.

      “Jayell!”

      Would she know what he needed?

      She had helped him before when he had faced Jaken, and because of her, he had managed to escape, but would it be enough this time? He pushed out with that part of him that was Deshazl, but there was very little remaining. There was a slight burst of energy that exploded on Jaken, sending him back a step, but he darted forward with renewed focus. Hatred burned in his eyes and Fes suspected that the woman controlled his emotions, using the hatred that Jaken had for Fes against him.

      And it would work. Fes had little doubt that she would be successful with this.

      Another few steps back, and two more of the controlled Deshazl joined Jaken, fighting alongside him. Where were the rest of the Dragon Guard?

      He jumped backward, surveying the battlefield on the edge of the city. Bodies littered the ground all around him. Was Jayell among them?

      The woman watched Fes. “I will have you. But first, I will have the creature. You can watch as I do.”

      He darted forward, but Jaken slapped at his sword. It went flying from his hand, dropping to the dirt. The three Deshazl circled Fes, who waited for the killing blow, but it never came. They stopped, swords held out as they pointed at him, and he stood helpless. There was nothing that he could do.

      The woman smiled, practically sensing his thoughts.

      Fes couldn’t reach her. If he were to move, the Deshazl and Jaken would make short work of him.

      The dragon roared. He looked up, a strange nausea twisting his stomach.

      As he feared, the dragon continued to circle wider and wider. Fes could feel the effect of the Calling and the way that this woman was working on the dragon. There had to be some way for the creature to fight the effects, wouldn’t there?

      And yet, Fes barely knew how to fight it.

      The dragon roared, flames erupting from its nostrils, and it circled closer and closer.

      As it did, shadows loomed over the ground. When it became apparent that the dragon intended to land, Fes wondered what he would face. What did she planned for the creature? Would the dragon destroy him?

      It dropped to the ground with a thunder of wings. Power radiated from it, the kind of power that Fes had never known. It reminded him of what he had felt in the dragon plains, when he had faced Reina surrounded by the dragon relics. There were no relics here. There was only the dragon.

      And when she controlled it, war would begin. The empire would fall.

      There was nothing Fes could do. As much as he wanted to fight, as much as he wanted to oppose her, there was nothing that he could do without dying.

      But he still had his daggers.

      If he could reach them, maybe he could lunge, and from there he might be able to break through one of the Deshazl and get to the woman.

      They watched him, practically sensing his thoughts.

      Slowly, ever so slowly, Fes began to lower his hand to his side. He watched the woman approach the dragon, hands out in front of her, the Calling flowing from her. It was almost a physical force, and the dragon shook its massive head, the deep blue scales glittering in the moonlight, looking almost black. It seemed as if the dragon wanted to fight but couldn’t—or didn’t know how.

      “Fight it,” Fes yelled.

      One of the Deshazl poked him with the sword, catching him in the belly.

      Pain flooded him, but he ignored it.

      This was his chance. Leaning forward, he grabbed for one of his daggers. He slammed it into the man’s chest before he had a chance to react, and flung it at the woman.

      The dagger tumbled end over end, and for a moment he thought that he would catch her in the head, but the dragon erupted a massive flame that caught the dragonglass dagger and dropped it to a hunk of nothingness to the ground.

      Jaken grabbed him and pulled his head back. There was nothing that Fes could do. The dragon had been Called, controlled, and they had lost.

      “You still serve the empire,” Fes said. He tried to turn his head to look at Jaken, but he couldn’t move, not well enough to see him. “You can still serve the empire. You don’t have to serve her. You can fight.”

      He wasn’t sure whether Jaken could fight. He had to try.

      The Dragon Guard ignored him.

      “Resist what she’s doing to you. You have to fight it,” Fes said.

      The woman reached the dragon and rested a hand on it.

      “Like this creature, you are an animal. You will see.”

      The effect of the Calling turned to him.

      There had been Callings that Fes had detected before, but none of them had felt like this. This one was overpowering, enough that he didn’t know whether he would be able to resist. He wanted to respond, feeling almost as if he had to respond. It summoned him, an energy that was too much to ignore. Deep within him came the fluttering of desire to please her. If he pleased her, she might allow him to find pleasure.

      He looked at her, lust brimming in his eyes, wanting nothing more than to have that moment with her, knowing that he might have to share her, but it didn’t matter, not so long as he had his opportunity with her.

      Something whispered in the back of his mind, but Fes ignored it.

      Heat erupted, and vaguely he was aware of the dragon flying, circling overhead again.

      The dragon would destroy, serving their mistress, making her happy the same way that Fes wanted to make her happy. All he had to do was follow her commands. He wanted nothing more than to do that. And he would.

      She stood in front of him. “You will serve me well.”

      Fes nodded. He wanted nothing more than to bring her joy.

      Again, there came a deep fluttering in the back of his mind. He tried to ignore it, but it was an irritant, a whisper. As he tried to push away, he heard it.

      Fezarn.

      The name drifted to the forefront of his mind, and it took him a moment to realize that it was his name.

      A desire to please the woman washed over him again, sweeping away any thought of his name. He would succumb to her wishes. He would be with her. He would—

      The desire faded, as if slammed out of him.

      What had happened?

      Fes blinked and realized that the woman was standing directly in front of him, a dark smile on her face. Somehow, the calling was gone. He was freed.

      He grabbed for his dagger and slammed it into her chest before she could react.

      He withdrew it, the shock on her face almost comical, and turned, ready for Jaken and the other Deshazl to attack, but they had collapsed.

      Fes looked up at the sky. The dragon still circled, occasionally spouting flames, but as he watched, the creature shook itself.

      What had happened?

      Had someone struck him with a spell? It didn’t feel as if they had, but he couldn’t tell.

      He looked around and noticed a solitary figure approaching. It took him a moment to realize who it was.

      “Arudis?”

      She smiled broadly at him. She was dressed the same as before, a gray robe, and her hair was pulled back behind her head. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “How did you know to come?”

      Her gaze flickered to the sky. “I felt it.”

      “There are other Deshazl here,” he said.

      “And how is that?”

      “I… I rescued them.”

      She studied him for a long moment. “Perhaps you are more Deshazl than I realized.”

      “How did you remove the effect of her Calling?”

      “That is something you could learn if you were to choose.”

      Fes shook his head. “I don’t know that I can choose that.”

      “You have seen what the Damhur are willing to do and you would run from it?”

      “I wouldn’t run from it. We need to protect that dragon.”

      “I will take care of it,” she said.

      “How?”

      “That is another thing you could learn if you were to choose.”

      “I have questions. But first, there’s someone who needs to answer for their actions.”

      “In war, there often will be questions without answers.”

      “Is that what this is?”

      She smiled sadly. “Did you think it could be anything else?”
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      The capital was vibrant, alive, and every so often as Fes and Jayell made their way through the streets, he overheard voices mentioning dragons. For the first time in Fes’s life, people talking about dragons didn’t have him thinking they were insane.

      When he reached Tracen’s shop, he hesitated before he pulled the door open. There should be no reason to be uncomfortable returning to his friend, but it had been a while since he had been here, and in that time, Fes had been through too much.

      “It’s okay,” Jayell said.

      He glanced over. She met his gaze, and there was warmth behind her eyes and possibly affection. It had been a long time since he had believed himself worthy of affection.

      “He’s a friend,” Fes said.

      “I didn’t think you had many of them,” Jayell said with a smile.

      “I don’t,” Fes said.

      Nick leaned against one of the buildings, not wanting to follow Fes too closely. He wanted to keep an eye out for the possibility of an attack, and Fes appreciated that. They needed a warning, especially if Alison discovered that he was in the city before he had a chance to find her. And it wasn’t only Alison that Fes worried about. It was Carter and her entire crew.

      If she discovered that Fes had returned to the city, she could be brutal, and he had no interest in attacking her, not until he knew where her allegiances were. He suspected that hers were the same place that his used to be. Like him, Carter was only interested in money, and Fes didn’t blame her for that, but he could use it, if only he knew how.

      “Do you think it’s safe for him to be here?” Jayell asked, nodding to Nick. A hint of irritation burned on his face. It seemed as if it always would be there. Fes hadn’t been willing to leave him behind, and Nick had no interest in returning to his village.

      “He doesn’t have anywhere else to go,” Fes said.

      Jayell only nodded. “I just wonder…”

      “I wonder, too,” Fes said.

      He turned his attention back to the blacksmith shop and pulled the door open. A bell rang as he did and he looked toward the back of the shop, not surprised to see his friend leaning over the table, hammering away at a project.

      Fes stood silent for a while, merely watching Tracen work. He had a steady, rhythmic way about his hammering, a skill that Fes had always envied. What must it be like to be so skilled at something like that? His skills were different, and perhaps useful, but not at all like Tracen’s. Fes couldn’t make anything, not the way his friend could, and fighting was only valuable when there were people to fight.

      “Are you going to…”

      Fes nodded, a soft sigh escaping his lips. “Tracen,” he said, stepping forward.

      Tracen set his hammer down and looked up at Fes, his eyes going wide. “Fes? I… I didn’t expect to see you here again.”

      “I’ll be honest, I didn’t either.”

      Tracen glanced past Fes to look over at Jayell. A smile curved the corners of his mouth. “Is this her?”

      Fes nodded. “This is Jayell.”

      “You found her?”

      Fes nodded. He hadn’t told Jayell everything that he’d gone through trying to get to her, but he hadn’t needed to. She seemed to understand that he had been willing to do whatever it took to reach her, even if that meant that he had to carve his way through hundreds of the Damhur and somehow fend off the effect of the Calling to do so.

      “There were rumors about you,” Tracen said.

      “What kind of rumors?”

      “The kind that are almost too hard to believe.”

      Fes frowned. “And?”

      “I hear you cut down some twenty men. I know you have some fighting skill, but twenty men?”

      “They weren’t skilled fighters,” Fes said.

      Tracen’s eyes widened. “That’s true?”

      Fes sighed. “There is much I need to share with you, but first, I need you to do something for me.”

      Tracen frowned. “I’m your friend, Fes. I’ll do anything.”
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      “Why do you think you’ll find her here?”

      Fes glanced over at Jayell. A dragon claw necklace hung from her neck, and a hint of power emanated from her. Something had changed while she was in the fire mage temple, and it was the kind of change that had left her with a renewed focus. In the days since the dragon had reborn, returning to the world, Jayell had shown him that she had more power.

      “She will be here,” he said.

      “How do you know?”

      Fes didn’t know, not with certainty, but suspected that Alison would be here. He would have answers from her.

      Most of the other Deshazl descendants had opted to go with Arudis, and Fes had been pleased by that. Even Nina had gone, wanting to learn more about what it meant that she was descended from the Deshazl. Only a few had not, and Fes didn’t blame Dobrah for wanting to return to her husband, or some of the youngest for wanting to return to their families.

      Still, a part of him wished that he had been able to stay with Arudis. He wanted to know what it meant that he was descended from the Deshazl as much as the Damhur did. Perhaps there would be time at some point in the future. For now, he had other tasks that he needed to accomplish.

      “Why here?”

      “She’ll come,” Fes said.

      They were on a street near Horus’s section, and though he hadn’t seen any sign of Horus, he anticipated that his old employer had people watching.

      They had been there for the better part of a few hours, crouching in the shadows, remaining near the mouth of an alley, content to wait. It wouldn’t be long for evidence of Alison to appear.

      “What if your friend doesn’t send word?” Jayell asked.

      “He will,” Fes said. Tracen was nothing if not reliable, and Fes had little doubt that he would have gotten word to Alison, though he would have made sure to do it in a roundabout way. With all of the contacts Tracen now had, it wouldn’t have been difficult for him.

      They continued to wait, and near dark, he saw a familiar form.

      “She’s here,” he said.

      “Are you sure this is safe?”

      “I’m not sure about anything, but if Tracen did what I asked, it shouldn’t be unsafe.”

      “And if he didn’t?”

      If he didn’t, then there would be a different issue. Not only would he be forced to confront Alison, but it was possible that he would be betrayed again. This time, he was ready for it and had Jayell with him.

      He stepped out of the alley, appearing from the shadows.

      Alison stopped. She looked from Fes to Jayell, who hid behind him. “You aren’t alone.”

      “I’m not,” he said.

      “Do you intend to attack me?”

      “I just want answers.”

      Alison shrugged. “I’m not sure that any answers will satisfy you.”

      “No? Not anything that would explain why you betrayed me? Nothing that would explain why you turned me over to them?”

      “Who do you think that I turned you over to?”

      “You don’t need to be coy with me. I escaped.”

      Alison frowned. “Escaped what?”

      “You didn’t know?”

      “Fes, I was only going to turn you over to the emperor. Nothing more.”

      He frowned. That didn’t make sense. How had he ended up with the Damhur if she had intended to turn him over to the emperor for the thousand gold that was on his head?

      “It was more than that, and you and I both know it. It’s always been more than that.” He took a deep breath, needing to get this out. “You’ve used me. Whatever affection you had for me was either never real or is gone.” He flicked his gaze past her at the approaching soldier.

      She jerked her head around, looking at the Dragon Guard. “What is this?”

      “This is me making sure that you don’t hurt me again.”

      “Fes, I think you’re mistaken, I didn’t—”

      The Dragon Guard reached them, with Jaken in the lead. When he had recovered, he had barely said anything to Fes, and it had left Fes wondering how he might react, but Fes had helped protect the empire. He hoped that was enough.

      “This is her?” Jaken asked.

      Fes nodded. “This is her.”

      “Fes?” Alison asked.

      Jaken grabbed her, lifting her under the arm. “The empire does not have much patience for those who serve the rebellion,” he said.

      She watched him and shook her head. “Fes, you don’t understand. You’re making a mistake.”

      “For the first time with you, I don’t think I am,” he said.

      Jaken motioned to the other Dragon Guards, and they dragged Alison off. He watched her leave, the pain and fear on her face difficult to watch, and he turned away.

      When they were gone, Jaken turned to Fes. “The price on your head is gone.”

      “I know.”

      “You could serve the empire more directly.”

      “I’m not sure that I can,” Fes said.

      “I’ve seen you fight. We need men like that. Men like you.”

      There was a part of him that was tempted. Serving the empire directly meant a certain consistency, and if he were willing to be Dragon Guard, he wouldn’t have to fear his place, but doing so would put him at odds with something else that motivated him. It was surprising that it did, but he couldn’t deny that part of him that wanted to understand how he was connected to the Deshazl.

      And if he served the empire, there was something else that he worried about. He might have to betray the dragon. He didn’t know why, but he felt a connection to the dragon and felt a desire to protect the creature.

      “I will fight, but it’ll be a different way.”

      Jaken studied him for a moment. Had he ever considered what had happened to him? Did he realize that his Deshazl connection was what had made him vulnerable to the Damhur? Or had he never even considered it?

      Jaken turned as if to leave before hesitating. “He has us searching,” he said.

      Fes frowned. “Searching?”

      “For the creature. Just so you know. He has us searching.”

      Fes watched him for a moment before nodding. It was a warning, and perhaps an opportunity. “The creature is safe, at least for now,” Fes said.

      Jaken started to turn. “Don’t make yourself an enemy.”

      Fes flashed a smile. “I don’t intend to.”

      With that, Jaken marched off down the street, joining the rest of the Dragon Guard, leaving Fes with Jayell.

      “What now?” she asked.

      “Now… Now I need to begin to understand my potential.”
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      Grab Dragon Bond, book 4 of The Dragonwalker.
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      A Dragon has risen. Now the fight to protect it begins.

      Still trying to master his magic, Fes begins to understand the nature of his power— along with the risks. With a resurrected dragon once more in the world and with the empire believing the worst of the threat is gone, the remaining Deshazl must stop the Damhur incursion into the empire. When a rescue of captured Deshazl goes wrong, Fes finds that his knowledge of his Deshazl abilities might not be enough.

      Having lived most of his life caring only for himself, he’s now a part of something greater. A war thought ended a thousand years ago returns to the empire, but the powers that stopped the war the last time are no longer.

      Fes must choose how deeply he wants to get involved. Stopping the war means that those he cares for can understand their heritage and finally unravel the secrets of the empire, while failure means a fate worse than death—for both his people and the dragons.
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Dragon Rise. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      All my best,

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.
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