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      Wagons moved in the distance and Fes stared, counting each one, wondering exactly how many had been captured. He remembered his time in a wagon like that, and though it was brief, he hated the idea that it would happen to someone else.

      It made him relentless in his attacks.

      “I count two dozen,” Nick said.

      Fes nodded, not bothering to look over at his friend. He didn’t need to in order to know the irritation that had worked across his face would be plastered on Nick’s. Nick had spent far longer in the back of a wagon like that, and Fes had learned that he had been subjected to a torment that he still didn’t understand. The Damhur had tried to change him, and if Fes had been with them longer, had spent more time under the influence of their Calling, they might have succeeded. Nick didn’t speak of it, but he didn’t need to.

      A dozen Deshazl were with the two of them. All had been trained by Arudis, and all had learned to shield their mind from the effect of the Calling, as much as it was possible to do so. There was a trick to it, though the trick involved simply allowing oneself to succumb to the power and rage of the Deshazl magic. Fes had learned to do it on his own, but even he had learned some tricks from Arudis. She was a master and had retained the Deshazl knowledge, knowledge that had been otherwise lost for centuries.

      It was their third mission. The last two had resulted in the rescue of nearly fifty captured Deshazl, all of them Called by the Damhur, who intended to drag them across the sea. So far, Fes had encountered little resistance from the Damhur. It was almost as if they hadn’t expected anyone to fight back.

      He rolled behind the hillside, looking at the others with him. Only a few of them were Deshazl that he had rescued, but of those Deshazl, they were each skilled in their own way. Joey—little more than a boy when Fes had first met him—was a crack shot with the bow. He was still not much more than a boy, but he had matured, and he was fearless. Sarah had opted not to return to her family, and she was almost as skilled as Nick with the sword. She was strong, something she claimed came from her training with her brothers, though Fes suspected there was more to it. Celine had remained with him, too. Small and lithe, she was quick and deadly, and he had fought by her side during the last rescue, thankful to have her.

      The rest were all Deshazl who had been traveling with Arudis, and when they learned of what Fes intended, they had chosen to come with him.

      “Not good?” Sarah asked.

      Fes sighed. “Two dozen wagons, probably that many guards.” His gaze drifted around the Deshazl with them. They had managed to withstand the effect of the Calling, but there would likely come a time when one of them would succumb to it, and when that happened, all knew they needed to be ready to immobilize one of their companions. That was the risk of traveling with other Deshazl, but it was also the reason Jayell had come. With her fire mage abilities, she was the best equipped to immobilize someone who might be controlled by a Calling. It hadn’t been necessary… yet.

      “There were nearly two dozen the last time,” Sarah said.

      “Nearly two dozen, but we came across them at night and they were poorly prepared.” And they had more Deshazl with them. That mattered.

      “Do you want to send for help?” Nick asked.

      Fes glanced back toward the hillside. It blocked his view, but he didn’t need to be able to see to know that there wasn’t much land remaining beyond the hill until they reached the sea. From there, it would be a simple matter for the Damhur to make their escape.

      “You could have contacted—”

      Fes shook his head, glaring at Jayell briefly before softening. She didn’t deserve that from him. “The Dragon Guard doesn’t believe this is a threat.”

      “Because you haven’t gone to them.”

      It was an old argument, and her point wasn’t entirely true. Fes had gone to the Dragon Guard, trying to get word to Jaken—a captain within the Dragon Guard who had once been something of an enemy—that the Damhur remained active along the shores of the empire, but so far there had been no assistance. Fes had not really expected it. The Dragon Guard believed that the Damhur were little more than rebels, not much of a threat. And they blamed the rebellion for what had happened at the temple. Convincing them that there was more of a threat had been a challenge.

      Even Azithan hadn’t been able to help. Fes had sent word to him about the Damhur, but he hadn’t answered, and Fes had felt as if he needed to keep trying to help more of the Deshazl.

      “We can wait until night,” Nick suggested.

      Night was always a good time for them to attack. Most of the Deshazl had better eyesight than the Damhur, which gave them a little advantage, though it was mitigated by soldiers controlled by the Damhur, people who shared the Deshazl bloodline. They were not Deshazl, at least not in the same way as Fes and the others, especially as many of them continued to serve willingly.

      “They aren’t that far from the shoreline,” Celine said.

      If they reached the shore, and whatever port they planned on escaping from, there wouldn’t be any chance to rescue the Deshazl. The people within those wagons were part of the empire, but more than that, they represented a certain level of hope. They needed Deshazl to continue to fight the Damhur, and without any good way of recognizing them short of the Calling, this was the most effective way to find others who could fight with them.

      “I think we need to do this now,” Fes said.

      “I can create a distraction,” Jayell said.

      That would be helpful. Since Fes had nearly lost her to the fire mages, she had grown in skill. Her time within the temple, time where Fes had believed her a captive, had allowed her an opportunity to continue to work and train, growing in her skill. Now Jayell was very nearly the equivalent of a second-degree fire mage, though she had not taken any testing, and from what he had heard, likely would not. Elorayne would not allow it without Jayell committing to return to the temple.

      “We distract them and draw some away,” Fes said. “From there, the rest of us go in, take down as many as we can and clear out the wagons, and—”

      “Fes!”

      He looked up at Michael, a wiry man who had been with Arudis for the better part of a year. He was one of the more skilled Deshazl that she had trained, and having him with them had been beneficial. Michael wasn’t much of a fighter, but he didn’t have to be, especially as he understood his connection to the Deshazl magic as well as anyone.

      “I don’t know how much time we have to talk about this,” Michael said.

      Fes frowned, and as he did, he could feel thundering through the ground.

      Not thundering. Horses.

      He locked eyes with Jayell. She breathed out in a sigh before reaching under her cloak and pulling out what he once would have considered a massive dragon pearl. It was still an enormous pearl, but no longer did he view it quite the same way as he had before. Jayell no longer hesitated to use it, either. She had believed that they needed to refrain from using the pearls, thinking that the pearls were necessary to give life once more to the dragons, and they had been, only not in the way that any of them had ever believed.

      The pearl began to glow orange.

      As he often could, Fes was aware of the power within the dragon pearl. He could feel it, but he could feel Jayell using that power, letting it course through her as it built, rising higher and higher until it would explode out of her. She kept it contained, a tight control, a barrier that she circled around them, but he’d seen her use that barrier in offensive rather than defensive ways.

      It wasn’t only he and the other Deshazl who would be aware of what Jayell was doing. The Damhur had people who would recognize that sudden explosion of power and would be ready for it. The Damhur were equally capable of mitigating the effect of the fire mage magic, especially as they controlled those who shared that heritage.

      Jayell stood and turned, pushing her spell away from her.

      Fes motioned and the Deshazl went racing behind the spell.

      Fes lunged forward.

      When they crested the hilltop, he saw horses had fallen over. Jayell’s spell had been powerful, and her magic had thrown rider and horse to the ground. He raced toward the riders, not caring about compassion, cutting them down as they writhed, injured and now dying on the ground.

      They surged forward, heading toward the line of wagons.

      The Damhur were ready. They formed a circle, putting the themselves at the center.

      “We have to get through those wagons without hurting the Deshazl,” Fes said.

      Jayell frowned. “I can’t target my spell like that,” she said.

      A barrier pressed around them, keeping them protected as they marched forward. Now that they had survived the first wave, they didn’t worry about exposing themselves. They had brought down eight of the Damhur, enough to more evenly match the numbers, but still too many for Fes. One on one, and he felt that the odds were in his favor. Being outnumbered, especially against an opponent like the Damhur, and Fes worried about the Deshazl with him. None of them were soldiers by training. They were all willing to fight, but willing to fight so that they could protect the Deshazl who were captured. Most were good with their weapon of choice, but they were not swordmasters. That was part of the reason that Fes wished they had the Dragon Guard with them. If they had, perhaps he wouldn’t need to worry about this battle.

      Arrows came shooting from between the wagons, bouncing harmlessly off the barrier. Jayell grimaced, and Fes suspected that the effort of holding that barrier was incredible, but all she had to do was hold it for a little longer. If she could, they would be able to jump through the wagons. From there, they should be able to reach the Damhur.

      Another arrow came. It streaked through the barrier, crashing into someone’s shoulder. They screamed.

      Jayell grunted, power surging up through her.

      “They used dragonglass,” she said more calmly than what Fes suspected she felt.

      Another arrow came, and this one went through the barrier much like the last. No one was struck, but that was more chance than anything.

      He looked over at Nick and Sarah, the best fighters he had with him. “We need to jump over the wagons.”

      Nick’s eyes widened.

      “They have some way of penetrating her spell. We won’t be able to—”

      Another arrow streaked through, and Fes managed to grab it out of the air before it struck. It would’ve hit Nick, and his friend dropped to the ground, slapping his side to check for injury.

      Fes turned to look at the others with him. “Anyone who is willing to come with me, I’m heading in there,” he said.

      Jayell had shifted her spell and another arrow had tried to penetrate, but burned up as it went through. A hint of a smile parted her lips.

      Without knowing exactly what they might face—and how many they might face—Fes, along with everyone else, knew that it could be deadly to risk heading into the center of the wagons. If their count was off, or if they had others with power within there, or…

      Fes tried not to think about all of the possibilities they might encounter, knowing there was nothing that he could do to account for everything.

      He made a motion, pulled on his connection to his Deshazl magic by focusing on the anger and rage that burned within him, using memories from his childhood to fuel it, and jumped.

      The Deshazl magic allowed him the ability to jump much higher than he would otherwise be able to do. He landed on one of the wagons and took a quick stock of what they would encounter on the inside of the wagon circle.

      His heart sunk.

      There were nearly forty Damhur soldiers. A Call began to build, and the woman with the blonde hair at the center of the circle likely was responsible. The fact that she was alone with as many wagons as were here told Fes that she would be incredibly powerful, probably powerful enough that she could overpower the Deshazl with him. Hopefully their connection to themselves, the shield that Arudis had taught them to form over their minds, would be enough to keep them safe, but they had not really tested it in full.

      Fes jumped.

      He preferred to fight with the wagons at his back, but he also preferred to draw as many of the Damhur attackers away from the Deshazl. Fes wasn’t a soldier, but he had trained in fighting, and the last few months had made him even more skilled than he had ever been before. That, combined with his connection to the Deshazl magic, that connection which allowed him to draw from his ancient connection to the dragons, made it so that he was much more powerful.

      He slashed through the first two Damhur, dropping them with the enormous dragonglass sword.

      Two others stepped forward, so Fes cut through them.

      Fighting exploded around him. He heard shouts and worried that they were losing too many of his fighters.

      Doubt crept in. He should have waited, but if he had, then the Damhur would have gotten away with Deshazl who were innocent and had no idea about what they were getting into.

      How many more Deshazl would they come after? There could be countless other Deshazl, and without having any way of Calling themselves, the Deshazl with Fes were at a disadvantage. There were probably hundreds or possibly even thousands of Deshazl throughout the empire who could be Called, potential soldiers for the Damhur, Controlled by powerful magic. They needed the Deshazl to fight on behalf of the empire and not for the Damhur.

      Fire magic exploded, and the three people who had stepped up in front of Fes were thrown back. He stabbed, catching them with his long blade before they had a chance to get up, silently thinking Jayell for her attack.

      Fes spun, sweeping through another attacker, the brutal fight seeming to go their way.

      And then the Calling built even more strongly.

      Fes became aware of it as it washed over him. He held onto his sense of self, repeating his name as Arudis had taught him to do, surging a part of the Deshazl magic with that. He was enough pureblood Deshazl that he had strength with it, but he didn’t know how many of the others with him were pureblood Deshazl. None of them really knew.

      Movement behind him caught his attention, and he spun.

      Eric brought a steel sword around, attempting to hack into Fes. His glassy eyes told Fes that he had been Called and was now controlled by the Damhur.

      Fes swung the flat of his sword and caught him on the side of the head. Eric collapsed.

      The Calling was doubly bad. Not only did it distract his fighters, but he lost numbers, people he needed to have fighting on his side. Without them, they were even more outnumbered.

      He needed to draw upon the full strength of his Deshazl magic.

      Since the night that the dragon had risen, reborn through the efforts of the Damhur magic, Fes had not felt the same connection to his Deshazl magic. He had tried, and he had reached for that power, but it had not swelled within him the way that he wished that it would. He remembered using that magic to explode out from him, using that to throw Damhur back, giving him space to fight, but he didn’t have that connection now.

      There was only the basic Deshazl connection.

      Still, Fes used that, letting what he could detect of that magic flow out from him, exploding away as he surged with the heat and fire of his ancestry.

      Fes focused on the blonde woman. She would be responsible for the Calling, and if they could overpower her, it would end the Calling of his people, and maybe those of the Damhur soldiers who had Deshazl bloodlines. Fes couldn’t always tell which of them to worry about.

      Power flowed through him and he pushed it out, forcing back those who attempted to attack.

      It gave him a slight opening and he surged his power outward, slamming it into them again. He darted forward, carving through five people who tried to reach him. They were slow and he was fast, his connection to the Deshazl giving him that speed.

      He turned toward the woman. She fixed him with an expression full of hatred. He could practically feel how much she despised him, and could practically feel how she believed him to be nothing more than an animal. To the Damhur, that was all he was. They were animals, meant to be trained and controlled, no differently than the dragons were. Though she said nothing, he could feel her magic building. It swelled, the effect of the Calling growing. This time, it was focused only on him, and not on the others with him.

      He held onto his sense of self, saying his name over and over again in his mind, using his full name and not the one that he gave to others.

      Fezarn.

      It was a distinguished name, one that carried with it the history of the Deshazl, and one that conveyed their shared connection to the dragons.

      Fezarn.

      A powerful dragon’s name. It belonged to him, a powerful Deshazl.

      Fezarn.

      All he needed to do to please her would be to turn his attention to the attackers. He would be exalted and given a place of power, but he knew that he needed to refuse.

      Fezarn.

      He cried out and swung the flat of his blade around, connecting with the back of her head. Her eyes widened briefly as it connected and her power exploded, a demand that he fulfill a promise to her… to please her… to protect her.

      The feeling faded as she went down.

      He spun, ready for the next attack. His people had managed to bring down the rest of the Damhur, so Fes wiped his blade on one of the fallen Damhur soldiers’ jacket before sheathing it.

      Nick blinked as if shaking off the effect of the Calling. “She almost had me,” he said.

      Every so often, he felt Jayell using her fire magic, a brief explosion, and realized that not all of the Damhur were down. Jayell continued to attack them, slowing them and giving the Deshazl a chance to fight.

      “Me too. She was powerful.” Fes surveyed the inside of the wagon, fearing for the worst. “How many did we lose?”

      “I’ll find out,” Nick said.

      “Get the people out of the wagons, too.”

      Nick nodded and darted off.

      Fes turned to the fallen woman, cutting strips of fabric from her robe to bind her hands and then her legs. He took another bundle and stuffed it into her mouth, wrapping a strip around it so she couldn’t spit it out.

      “You think that will be enough?”

      He looked up to see Jayell watching him.

      “I don’t know. We need to understand the Calling, and I thought—”

      “I understand what you’re trying to do,” she said. “I’m just wondering whether or not it will make a difference.”

      “When we were fighting, I began to worry about how many Deshazl might remain scattered throughout the empire. They have a way of Calling them that we don’t. If we could somehow Call them…”

      Jayell bit her lip as she studied the Damhur woman. “That’s what you were thinking about while fighting? I was thinking about not dying.”

      Fes grunted out a laugh. “I guess I just assumed that I might, so I chose to focus on something else.”

      “It only works if she is willing to help us with a Calling,” Jayell said.

      “If she thinks that it will bring her help, she’ll do it.”

      “I don’t like it. I think it’s dangerous. Probably too dangerous.”

      “I don’t necessarily like it, either, but I figured I could bring her to Arudis and let her come up with some way of using her.”

      “And if she doesn’t have any way to do that?”

      “Then she will have to eliminate her.”

      Jayell pointed to his sword. “That seems like a pretty easy way of eliminating her.”

      Fes wiped his hands on his pants as he continued to look around the inside of the wagon circle. There was still so much that he didn’t understand about the Damhur. They would attack the empire, and they wanted to control the dragons in order to do so, but they shared magic with the empire. He had seen that they had fire mage magic, and some of their fire mage magic exceeded what the fire mages of the empire were able to do.

      “We need to bring anyone that we rescued back to Arudis,” Jayell said.

      Fes nodded absently. He was already beginning to plan another attack, thinking about how many they might have for that one. Each time they attacked the Damhur, they had fewer with them, others needed to guide those they rescued away and keep them safe on the journey.

      “Where do you think they were heading?” he asked.

      Jayell shrugged. “We haven’t found their port. We’ve looked…”

      They had looked, but so far they had not found any sign of ships, no way of transporting the captured Deshazl away from the empire. They were transporting them somewhere, and he assumed that meant they were bringing them across the sea, but what if that wasn’t it? What if they had some other place—even someplace within the empire?

      “After we get these people to safety, we need to figure out where that might be. If we can figure out where they’re bringing them, we can attack them there rather than trying to hunt them along the shoreline.” Finding them this way had been inefficient, and there had to be a better way, only they so far had yet to discover it. They had been lucky, moving quickly enough through their Deshazl magic to catch up with any wagons, stopping in villages to follow the trail of destruction left by the Damhur, but eventually, that luck would fail and then the Damhur would manage to take their people away.

      “I don’t know that you have enough people left who are able to fight.”

      “We have enough,” Fes said.

      “Do you?” Jayell met his gaze, shaking her head. “When there were several dozen Deshazl, you still ran into difficulty. Your numbers dwindle each time you come across the Damhur, and as you do, and as you send more people that you rescue away, you are left with fewer and fewer able to fight. It’s not sustainable, Fes.”

      He knew that it wasn’t, but what choice did they have? The Damhur continued to attack, and anyone they left behind meant fewer Deshazl to work with and more for the Damhur to control.

      “Fes?”

      He looked up. Sarah shot Jayell an apologetic smile before turning her attention to Fes.

      “The wagons…”

      “What about the wagons?”

      She motioned for Fes to follow. He went with her, heading toward the rear of the wagons. When he reached them, he found the nearest one empty. There were no shackles, and no sign that anyone had been in them.

      “They’re all like this,” she said. “We’ve searched them, and so far, we’ve only found them empty.”

      “Why?” Jayell asked, frowning.

      Fes looked back toward the center of the circle, his attention drawn to the woman. “I don’t know, but I think I know how we can get answers.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The massive fire glowed against the night, with no attempt to hide the flames. A hint of a chill wind gusted out of the south, carrying with it the salty scent of the sea, a smell that was unfamiliar to Fes. It wasn’t unpleasant, but there was something different about it that made him uncomfortable. Maybe it was the stickiness to the air, or maybe it was simply the fact that he knew that he was so close to the edge of the empire—and therefore, closer to the start of the Damhur empire.

      The night all around him was otherwise dark.

      Fes stared at the flames, listening to the crackling as they devoured the wagons, swallowing up one after another. None of the wagons would be salvaged. All were destroyed.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Jayell asked softly.

      Fes glanced over at her. She held a glowing dragon pearl. Since her time in the temple, it seemed as if she had an endless supply of dragon pearls, and maybe she did. How many pearls did the fire mages have? Fes was tempted to ask, but there were certain things about the fire mages that Jayell had avoided discussing. He had no interest in forcing her to answer him, not wanting to anger her over something that felt so insignificant. All he needed to know was that she had dragon pearls and that she was willing to use them.

      “We need answers, and I’m not willing to risk any of the others this close to her.”

      “It’s more than that.”

      Fes sighed. “Maybe.”

      “What is it?”

      “All my life, I’ve wondered about myself. I wondered who I was meant to be. What I was meant to be. Learning that I am Deshazl and that it means that I have some connection to a noble and powerful race of people fills me with purpose that I’d been missing.”

      “That’s not what I’m asking,” she said, glancing over at the bound woman lying on the ground. “Why her?”

      “They attacked us.”

      “And you responded. You stopped the attack. What more do you think that you need to do?”

      Fes sighed. How much more did he need to do? Was it enough that he had continued to free Deshazl from the Damhur, or was there more?

      “They will continue to attack the empire.”

      “And that’s what you care about?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know what I care about.”

      Jayell patted his hand, watching the flames for a while before turning her attention to him. “Have I told you about my time in the fire mage temple?”

      “You haven’t told me anything about what happened over the last few months.”

      “Not that. I’m talking about my first time in the fire mage temple. When I went there, I was full of excitement. Getting called to train with the fire mages is considered a great honor, and I thought that I would learn to use that fire mage magic and somehow…”

      “Somehow what?”

      She turned her attention back to the fire. As she did, the pearl flared a little brighter. Fes could feel the effect of the spell she used, even if he couldn’t tell exactly what it was that she did.

      “I thought that would give me prestige.”

      “Serving as a fire mage does give you prestige.”

      “It does, but it’s a certain type of prestige. In order to maintain it, you need to stay tightly bound to the empire and the emperor, and I’m not entirely certain that’s what I wanted.”

      “Is that why you went to the Priests of the Flame?”

      “The priests came to the city when I was still an ember. The fire mages tolerated them. I’m still not entirely sure why. I don’t think they saw them as a threat, though maybe they will now.”

      “The Priests of the Flame recruited you?”

      “It’s not like that with them. It’s not so much a recruitment as it is an effort to try to demonstrate to you what the power of the dragons should be. They want to demonstrate that power, and they want you to understand it and know it for yourself, but they don’t try to force it on you.”

      “How did they manage to recruit you?”

      “They showed me the dragons.”

      Fes glanced over, smiling. “They showed you the dragons?”

      “Not the way that the Damhur showed us the dragons, but they showed me what the dragons meant. They spoke in respectful tones, and it was clear that they believed in the power of the dragons, and that they believed in what the dragons meant, and not in what the dragons could be used for. It was different than what I was learning in the temple. From what I could tell, the temple was only about using the relics, drawing on the ancient dragon power, believing that it was our birthright. It… It was difficult to ignore that feeling.”

      “Are you worried that I feel that I have some sort of birthright?”

      “I worry that you feel you have a certain obligation to people you’ve never known.”

      Was that what Fes was doing? Did he feel that he had an obligation in some way?

      He didn’t think so. This was something that he chose, not something that he was convinced that he needed to do. It wasn’t as if he were obligated to help, it was that he wanted to help.

      “I’m doing what I need to do in order to help those who can’t help themselves,” Fes said.

      Jayell watched him for a long moment, and then she nodded. He appreciated that she didn’t seem as if she wanted to force him to do as she wanted. They had traveled together for the last few months, but there was no obligation between them. And in some ways, Fes was surprised that she remained with him. She didn’t need to stay with him. She could return to the temple, and considering what Elorayne had said, he suspected she would be welcomed back with open arms. Fes suspected that Jayell had incredible potential as a fire mage, which was the reason that Elorayne and the other fire mages had been disappointed when she had left.

      The Damhur woman moaned and started moving, dragging his attention away from those thoughts and focusing them on her.

      Fes glanced over at Jayell, who wore a look of disappointment, before glancing down at the woman. It was the first time that she had moved or made any sound since they had captured her. As she moaned, he prepared a shield over his mind. He needed to be ready for whatever she might attempt, though didn’t know what it took for her to summon the Calling magic.

      The questioning was the reason that he had sent the rest of the Deshazl away. They were to return to Arudis, and when he was done with this woman, he would follow them, head back to their hideout, and decide what he would do from there. Fes still didn’t know what he would choose, only that he felt as if he needed to continue to help the Deshazl.

      The woman sat up with a start, and her eyes narrowed as she looked at Fes.

      He smiled at her. “It’s just me.” He hesitated before reaching over and grabbing the bundle that was stuffed into her mouth. “And you will see that I am able to resist your Calling. If you attempt it on me again, not only will I know, but I will ensure that you are unconscious before you have a chance to control me.” He glanced over at Jayell. “And failing that, she has no intention of allowing me to be controlled by you.”

      Jayell met his gaze, and he could practically imagine her considering an attack on him. Why was it that it seemed as if she were almost eagerly awaiting that?

      “You will tell me how many of the Damhur are in the empire.”

      The woman grinned. “Will I? You would dare use my language and—”

      Fes grabbed his dagger and brought it up, sliding it beneath her chin. “I said that I would know the moment you attempted a Calling.”

      The edge of it had begun to build, barely touching his consciousness, but it was there. He could feel the traces of a desire to serve her, which meant that he would attack Jayell. Her touch was subtle, and at least now he knew that she didn’t need hands and feet free to perform a Calling.

      “Again. How many Damhur are in the empire?”

      She barely moved. She was brave—Fes would give her that, and she fixed him with a withering look that he had to consciously fight against. There was no Calling in the way that she looked at him, nothing other than the power of her gaze. Still, it was almost enough for him to pull his dagger back.

      “There are more of us than you can imagine.”

      “Really?”

      “Do you think that we have only now begun to infiltrate your lands?”

      “I think that you have tried. I think that you have used the rebellion to cause an attack, but I don’t think that you have been nearly as present in the empire as you would like me to believe.”

      “Good. You can continue to think that way.”

      Fes decided to try a different tactic. “You see the fire,” he asked.

      Her gaze shifted slightly, barely enough to glance over at the fire before turning back on him. “What of it?”

      “That is your wagons. The soldiers with you have been buried, and it’s just the two of us with you. There is no one for you to Call, and there’s no way for you to escape.”

      The woman watched him. “Am I so helpless as that?”

      “I don’t know anything about you. That’s why the two of us are talking. You seem to know plenty about the Deshazl.”

      “Is that what you call yourself?”

      “What would you call us?”

      She pressed her mouth into a tight line. “Deshazl gives you too much credit. The term itself is almost an honorific, and I can assure you that is something you do not deserve.”

      “An honorific?”

      “Do I need to explain the language to you?”

      “Consider me the animal that you believe and tell me what you call my people.”

      “Tarshel.”

      There was something almost guttural about the way she pronounced it, and she spat it at him, disdain clear in her voice.

      “Do you understand that?”

      It was a word that he’d never heard, but the manner with which she’d said it made it clear that it was meant as an insult. Would Arudis know what it meant? She had a better understanding of all things Damhur than anyone else, and she still didn’t know about the difference between those who could use the Calling and those who couldn’t.

      The woman snorted. “I can see from your face that you fail to understand.”

      “You can see from my face that I could care less what you call me.”

      “You will. When you lose your protections, you will, and then you will grovel at my feet while begging me to—”

      Fes pressed to the dagger more deeply into the soft skin of her chin. She cut off, grinning at him.

      “Why now?”

      “Why have we chosen to attack? Or why have we chosen now to attack?”

      “Both.”

      “You are too stupid to ever understand. You will serve as countless other tarshel have served. And as I said, you will grovel at my feet, begging your master to grant you the pleasure of my—”

      Fes jabbed a little harder than necessary and blood trickled down the blade of his dagger.

      “You are too confident for someone who is trapped within the empire.”

      “Am I trapped? You believe that I am, but I believe differently.”

      “And what do you believe?”

      “I believe that you have made an error in judgment, tarshel.”

      Fes stared at her for a moment, wondering what that might be, when he felt pressure building.

      He glanced over at Jayell, wondering whether she was using magic, but she wasn’t. She wore a confused expression as she looked at the woman.

      She didn’t feel it.

      That didn’t surprise Fes. There was something about his Deshazl connection that allowed him to detect magic used around him, and Jayell didn’t have that ability. She was able to use the fire mage magic, but she wasn’t able to tell when it was used around her.

      Fes slammed the dagger against the side of the woman’s head and she crumpled to the ground. A satisfied smirk spread on her face, almost as if she had anticipated what he was going to do.

      “What is it?”

      Fes shook his head. “Someone is coming. I can feel fire magic used.”

      “If it’s fire magic, then—”

      Fes shook his head. “It might be fire magic, but it’s not from our fire mages. She was anticipating someone coming.”

      “We need to go before they reach us.”

      Fes looked over at the fire. It would draw the Damhur. He had been a fool, and the woman had called him on it, knowing that it would draw attention.

      And now it was only he and Jayell, not nearly enough to fight if it were to come to that.

      How many would they encounter?

      They could run, but running was difficult on foot. They had sent everyone else on horseback, hoping to get them back to Arudis before they encountered any more of the Damhur, but if they weren’t fast enough, if the Damhur had overcome them…

      What if his people had been caught?

      There weren’t that many remaining with them, only a dozen, and they would have been easily overpowered, possibly easily enough that they could have been captured—or Called.

      A chill rose up in his belly.

      “Come with me,” he said.

      “What of her?”

      Fes wanted to leave her, but they might need her for information. He grabbed her and lifted her, slinging her over his shoulder as he crept out and away from the fire. This close to the flames, they would be noticeable, and if anyone were watching, they would be brightly lit against the night.

      He had been a fool and the woman had known it.

      Fes started running, Jayell keeping pace. They put distance between themselves and the fire, and as they went, the sense of fire magic continued to build. He resisted the urge to unsheathe his sword and cut through the spell. He would do that, but not until he understood exactly what it was they might be facing.

      When they were two hundred paces from the fire, he turned to see twenty riders coming at them.

      They were all Damhur. The faint firelight reflected off the swords they had unsheathed and were swinging at them. They were dragonglass swords, and that meant that those coming at them were Deshazl, or were descendants of them.

      And it meant that Jayell and her magic would be useless.

      The two of them wouldn’t be enough, not against twenty riders, but thankfully he didn’t see any wagons with them, though that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be.

      Fes threw the woman down and continued running.

      “You can’t just leave her,” Jayell said, pointing toward her and unleashing a spell. It missed, crashing into the ground next to her.

      “I don’t want to leave her, but she’s slowing us down,” Fes said.

      They ran, heading into the darkness. There was no place to go. They were trapped by the shoreline to the south and the empty expanse of land spread out around them. Even if there was the hope of a village, Fes didn’t think he could bring twenty Damhur riders into a village.

      He should have killed the woman. Now there was one more Damhur who remained alive, one more who knew about Fes and his ability to ignore her Calling, and someone who he suspected would make a point of coming after him.

      They ran, and though Fes could run fast—the Deshazl part of him granting him speed—Jayell had no such ability.

      He glanced over his shoulder. Only five riders came at them now. The rest must have stayed back with the woman.

      Fes turned, unsheathing his sword.

      “What are you doing?”

      “We don’t have a choice. We can’t outrun them on foot.”

      “What about the others?”

      “If I can—”

      Fes didn’t have a chance to finish. The five riders reached him and he ducked, sweeping his sword at the first horse’s legs, hating that he had to attack the animal. The rider fell and Jayell’s magic exploded out from her.

      He reached for the next attacker, catching the man’s arm, severing it before he could bring his sword around. He moved forward, following Jayell’s magic as it exploded out from her. Each spell was designed to slow. The Called Deshazl, each controlled by one of the Damhur—were able to cut through Jayell’s spell, but it slowed them.

      Fes had two more remaining.

      He jumped, surging with his Deshazl strength, and spun in the air, decapitating one man before plunging his sword into the chest of the other.

      When he landed, he grabbed the reins of two of the horses, pulling them to a stop. He pushed the bodies of the soldiers off and motioned for Jayell to join him. They jumped into the saddles and kicked the flanks of the horses, sending them streaking into the night.

      “If they come after us…”

      Fes nodded. If they came after them, they would have to head away from the forest. They couldn’t have the Damhur knowing where they were going, and couldn’t have the Damhur knowing where they had hidden the dragon. It was far too valuable otherwise.

      “We will have to keep an eye out,” he said.

      He hoped and prayed that they could be swift enough to escape, and then he would need to gather more soldiers and make a run at the Damhur again. Even as he rode, he feared that it might be too late. It was possible that the Damhur would be able to escape, and now that they knew about Fes and what he intended, they would be ready for him the next time he attacked a caravan of wagons.
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      They were exhausted by the time they reached the outer edge of the forest. They had been riding all through the night and dawn began to break, the first hints of color streaking across the horizon. Fes had slowed them long ago, not wanting to leave the horses dead, forcing them to go by foot, but at this point, he wondered if perhaps they would be able to go faster that way.

      “I don’t detect anything,” he said.

      “Are you sure that you would?”

      Fes shook his head. At this point, he no longer knew whether or not he would detect the fire magic from the Damhur. They had been lucky that the Damhur had attempted to use fire magic and gave them a warning. If they hadn’t, Fes and Jayell wouldn’t have had a chance to make a break for it.

      The fact that they were given that chance troubled him. It was possible the Damhur wanted him to escape, intending to trail him, but that didn’t seem likely, not with how hard they had ridden and the fact that there had been no sign of movement behind them.

      Besides, the longer they went, the more likely it was that Fes and Jayell would have help. When they reached the Deshazl, there would be others able to assist them, and he was ready for that.

      “We should take a cautious approach,” he said.

      It meant that they would circle around the edge of the forest, but it also meant that they were much less likely to be caught. The more that they traveled this way, the more cautious they needed to be, especially as they neared the hiding place of the Deshazl. They would put several hundred lives in danger if they brought the Damhur with them.

      Neither of them spoke as they circled the edge of the forest, the sun rising and becoming bright and hot in the sky. Every so often, Fes would glance over to the forest, watching the fog as it hovered just within the edge of the trees, a memory of his time in the forest continuing to haunt him. It would stay with him his entire life, and though he knew there wasn’t anything to fear in there, he couldn’t shake the fact that he did.

      Late in the day, they turned.

      They backtracked, heading slightly away from the forest as they traveled south and east, before finally seeing the village come into view. It was a small village, all single-story buildings, and had been improved since the Deshazl claimed it, restoring it as much as possible. Before they had come, the village had been empty.

      At this time of day, he could see activity. Smoke trailed from chimneys and people wandered in the streets, activity that he knew would disappear when night fell.

      As they reached the edge of the village, Nick hurried out to join him. “Where is she?” Nick asked, taking the reins.

      Fes helped Jayell down and shook his head. “We were pursued by Damhur soldiers. We had to leave her.”

      “Alive?”

      “There wasn’t time to do otherwise,” Fes said.

      Nick frowned. “There’s always time to take out the Damhur.”

      They headed into the village and Fes nodded to familiar faces, many of them Deshazl that he had rescued from wagons. In the time that the Deshazl had claimed this once-empty village as its own, the population had doubled. Had they some way of finding others who shared the Deshazl bloodline, they could continue to grow their numbers, but as it was, the only way that Fes knew was to find others who had been Called.

      “Did everybody make it back okay?”

      Nick nodded. “We made good time.”

      “Were you followed?” Jayell asked.

      “We don’t think so. We rode quickly and should have been able to stay ahead of anyone coming our way,” he said.

      Would they have been able to? There had been twenty Damhur soldiers, more than enough to have trailed Nick and the other Deshazl. Then again, had the Damhur followed the Deshazl, they wouldn’t have been there to rescue the woman. Fes had to believe that they had been safe and they were able to stay ahead of the Damhur.

      “I would suggest setting scouts. Let Michael know.”

      Nick nodded. He ran off, leaving Jayell with him.

      Though Fes might lead when it came to missions out of the village, inside the village was a different story. He was an outsider, even now. He was different than many of the others, most of them having been rescued by Arudis and not having been Called as Fes and many of the others had been.

      They made their way through the village, heading toward the heart of it. As they went, and as they passed others who continued to wave at Fes, he smiled. “You asked me why,” he said to Jayell.

      “I did.”

      “Look at them. A lot of these people would have been dragged away from the empire were it up to the Damhur. We saved them from that fate. We kept them safe.”

      “You saved them from that fate, but I don’t know that we’re keeping them safe. They have been through so much, and many of them still aren’t safe. You and the others you have brought with you to fight are one thing, but look at them, Fes.” She swept her hand along the line of people, motioning for Fes to follow. “So many of these people are too young to fight, or they have no interest in fighting, or they simply long for safety. Do you really think you’ll be able to provide them safety indefinitely?”

      “If we do nothing, they won’t be safe. If we let the Damhur continue to attack, we know they are coming for the empire. At least this way, these people have a chance.”

      “I still wonder what kind of chance that is.”

      “You think we should give up?”

      Jayell shook her head. “Not give up, but I think that you are unnecessarily remaining separate from the empire. There’s a reason that it was the empire that defeated the Damhur before. It doesn’t have to be you.”

      “I’d love it if the empire wanted to participate in this, but so far, it doesn’t seem like they believe there is anything for them to fear.”

      “Then show them the Damhur.”

      “They will only call them rebels.”

      Jayell fell silent as they continued into the village. At the heart of the village, they came to a large, two-story building. It had once been a tavern, and they had converted it to a communal home. Dozens of Deshazl lived here together, along with Arudis.

      When they entered the building, he glanced at Madrea. She was a squat woman with a round face, and was probably only a few years older than Fes, though looked much older than that. “Is she here?”

      Madrea nodded and Fes saw Arudis near the back of the inn. A hearth crackled softly, giving warmth that was welcome inside the building. The fire reminded him of the one they had burning the night before, and he had to force himself to relax. The Damhur weren’t coming here, they hadn’t followed him, and they were safe—for now.

      “Thanks,” Fes said. He headed to the back of the tavern and took a seat across from Arudis. She was an older woman, her gray hair pulled into a tight bun though streaks of black still ran through it. Her eyes, which had deep wrinkles around the corners, shone with wisdom within them.

      “They tell me that you captured one of the Damhur.”

      “I did,” Fes said. “I didn’t bring her here.”

      “That is probably for the best,” she said.

      “She was powerful,” Fes said. “She nearly overwhelmed my ability to withstand the Calling.”

      “And you thought it was best to capture rather than destroy?”

      “I thought it would be best for us to get some answers.”

      “And what answers did you get?”

      “Nothing that I didn’t already know.”

      “What happened?”

      “Others came, almost as if they knew we were there. They reached us because of the fire.”

      “You lit a fire?”

      “We burned the wagons,” Fes said.

      “I suppose I would have done that, too.”

      “I wasn’t going to let them use the wagons on anyone else.”

      Arudis met his gaze, watching him for a long moment. For a second, Fes felt almost as if he were Called, though that didn’t make any sense. He had felt compelled around Arudis before, though didn’t know whether that was simply because of his desire to get answers or whether there was something about their Deshazl magic that had allowed her to do so. If that were the case, were they somehow related to the Damhur?

      “I had to leave her behind when we escaped.”

      “And you worry that she will come after you.”

      “I do.”

      “We are safe here, Fezarn. The bunker will provide us protection, and when it fails, then there are several of us now who can offer protection to the others.”

      Fes looked around the tavern. Arudis had chosen this village because it sat over a dragon bunker, much like the last village she had chosen. This bunker wasn’t nearly as well developed as the last, though it didn’t need to be. They needed a place to escape and a way out were it necessary, but not much more than that. There was another advantage, and that, as much as anything, was the real reason Arudis had chosen this village. Situated close to the forest, they were nearer the dragon.

      “I like to believe that we’re safe here, but…”

      “You have brought us safety, Fezarn. Not only your abilities, but the people you have rescued.” She nodded to a woman that Fes hadn’t seen when he had first entered. Nina sat near one corner, talking to a younger woman. She had grown before his eyes when he had helped rescue her from the Damhur wagons. She had been scared at first, but had quickly taken to leadership, and he wasn’t surprised that she had continued to lead here with Arudis. “She has developed quickly. Many of the ones that you rescued have developed quickly.”

      “Is that because they were among the first to be Called?”

      “I suspect it’s related, though who can know for certain?”

      “I had hoped by capturing one of the Damhur who could perform a Calling that we would be able to find other Deshazl.”

      “There are other ways of finding the Deshazl,” she said.

      “There are?”

      Arudis’s gaze swept around the inside of the tavern before landing once more on Fes. “There are many ways of finding our people. The Calling is only one.”

      “Why haven’t you done so before now?”

      “Because before now, there had been no reason. The Damhur had not risked our shores. They feared the empire.”

      “She said that they had infiltrated us for longer than we knew.”

      Arudis finished her look around the inside of the room before turning her gaze back on Fes. “If that’s the case, then perhaps we are in more danger than I realize.”

      “How else can we find Deshazl?”

      “We have to find those who are drawn to the same thing that we are drawn to.”

      “The dragon?”

      Arudis nodded.

      “But if we do that, we risk exposing the dragon to the rest of the world. We risk the Damhur Calling it and drawing it away from the empire.”

      Fes still didn’t know how he felt about keeping the dragon hidden. They did it as a way to protect it, but it also meant that the dragon was not a part of the world, not the way that it should be. Fes had seen the dragons in his dreams, and had seen the way that they had once soared above the land, and he believed that they should once again fly freely.

      Maybe that as much as anything was the reason that he did what he had so far. Maybe it had not as much to do with the Deshazl and much more to do with the dragons. After seeing the dragon, he had been filled with an overwhelming desire to protect the creature, especially as it had not been seen in the world in centuries.

      “There is no risk with what we would do. If you were to stay here and allow me to work with you, you might understand what I mean.”

      “I’ve been here.”

      “You have been here, but you haven’t remained here to work nearly as much as you should have. There is much that you would be able to learn. Especially you, Fezarn.”

      “What do you mean by especially me?”

      She leaned toward him. “I’ve told you about your potential. I can feel it within you, as could the dragon if you were to focus, but you feel as if you need to run off and—”

      “You don’t think that saving the Deshazl is valuable?”

      “It is valuable, but what you have gone to do is more than simply saving the Deshazl. I see it in your eyes. You would punish the Damhur.”

      Was that what he had done? Was it about punishing the Damhur, or had it been about saving the Deshazl? After capturing the woman, he had wanted answers to his questions, but he hadn’t hesitated to torture her to get the information that he wanted. And had he the opportunity, he would have killed her, if only to protect the Deshazl from what she would do.

      “They see the Deshazl as less than human. She called me tarshel. Does that mean anything to you?”

      Arudis’s gaze lingered on Fes for a long moment. “Does it mean anything to you?”

      “No,” he admitted. “But I could feel the way she used it. There was hatred within her tone. It disparages us in some way.”

      “It does,” Arudis agreed.

      “Doesn’t that bother you? Doesn’t it bother you that she would use us in such a way, that she—and her people—view us as animals needing to be trained?”

      “What bothers me is losing the Deshazl, especially those with potential, who think they need to attack the Damhur. That is the purpose of the empire. That’s why the Deshazl became the dragonwalkers, bringing relics to the fire mages so that they would have what they needed to attack the Damhur. It is not the task of the Deshazl to attack them.”

      “What if the empire is unwilling to help?” Were they concerned about the Damhur, they would have sent soldiers to the coast, and they hadn’t. Maybe they wouldn’t.

      Would the fire mages help? He’d heard nothing from Azithan since the attack on the temple, so maybe they were preoccupied with the attack and recovering.

      “The empire knows that it must help, that it must be a part of this.”

      Fes stared at her for a long moment. “How do you know that the empire still understands what role it must play? The empire hasn’t been a part of any activity with the Damhur in a long time. As far as we know, the empire has forgotten what happened.”

      She watched him. He couldn’t read her expression and could only tell that Arudis was frustrated. It seemed as if she wanted to say something to him, but couldn’t.

      “Come with me,” she said.

      “Where?”

      “You question the empire. You have questions about the dragon. They are valid questions, and they deserve answers.”

      “I know they deserve answers, but where do you intend to take me?”

      “Where you can find the answers that you seek, Fezarn.”

      “Again?”

      “We will work until you succeed. I fear we must.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The air of the forest had a heaviness to it, one that seemed to be filled with the weight of centuries. Humidity filled the air and warmth surrounded Fes, the kind of warmth that he once would have found pleasing but now found only uncomfortable. All around him was the sense of fog, the steady swirling kind of fog that Fes had only known in this forest.

      “Do you feel it?”

      Fes didn’t look around to see Arudis. He didn’t need to. He could practically feel her and the energy she manipulated. It was the kind of energy she intended him to be able to reach. Perhaps one day he would be able to, but for now, Fes struggled with anything more basic than letting himself explode with the power of rage that boiled within him.

      “I feel you. I feel this blasted forest. And I feel—”

      Arudis stepped closer to him. “All of that tells me you aren’t paying attention.”

      “How do you think that I’m not paying attention?” Fes asked.

      “If you were paying attention, you would be able to open yourself up much better than you have.”

      Fes breathed out. Arudis believed that he had potential—she had to, otherwise he would have succumbed to the attacks—but it was difficult to determine what that potential meant. And maybe it meant nothing more than that he had the ability to summon power. It was possible that was all and he would not find anything more, but he had to believe there was more to being Deshazl.

      There were the dragons.

      He still couldn’t believe that he lived in a time when the dragons had returned. The creature remained hidden from him, though Arudis claimed she had some communication with it, and he hoped that he would one day be able to communicate with the dragon. It was supposedly a trait of his people, but it was a trait that he had yet to discover.

      “If it’s there—”

      “He.”

      Fes turned to Arudis, frowning.

      She watched him through a wrinkled brow. “The dragon is a he, not an it. We have been over that.”

      “He. It. How can I know?”

      “You know by respecting the dragon.”

      “I respect the dragon. I wouldn’t have done near as much as I had been willing to do if I didn’t respect the dragon.”

      “And yet, you still fight what that connection could be.”

      “I fight the Damhur.”

      “Rather than reaching for understanding.”

      He breathed out a frustrated sigh. “Why do you believe I can have a connection to the dragon? What if I’m not meant to do that?”

      “You are Fezarn,” she said.

      Fes grunted. “Just because I am Fezarn doesn’t mean that I am destined to have that connection to the dragon.”

      “No, but I have seen firsthand the strength you possess. You withstood much more than most.”

      “I wasn’t able to help the dragon.”

      “You bought the dragon time. That is enough.”

      It hadn’t felt like enough. As much as he had wanted to rescue the dragon, he had failed. He had delayed, much as Arudis said. Maybe had Fes not been there, had he not attempted to fight, the dragon would have remained controlled by the Damhur. “I don’t detect the dragon now.”

      Arudis studied him for a long moment. “Let’s start with what you do detect.”

      “What I detect is the heat of the forest. I detect the humidity in the air. I can feel you standing, watching me.” He shook his head. “More than that? I can’t detect anything.”

      “When you were here the last time, what was your experience?”

      Fes hadn’t been surprised that Arudis had brought him to the forest. When he had escaped with the Deshazl, there had been a part of him that had known that the forest had something strange about it, and he now understood that it was trapped power, a residual effect from the dragons. It was much like the power of the dragon plains. But then, there had been the sense of movement when he had been here before. That hadn’t been imagined. What had that come from?

      “When I was here before, I wanted nothing more than to get out,” Fes said.

      “Why?”

      “We were chased. We were hopeful that we could get through the forest and escape, but we didn’t know whether or not we would be able to.”

      “Why would you have wanted to escape from a place that has long been home to the Deshazl?”

      “Because I’ve never known it to be home to the Deshazl,” Fes said.

      Arudis frowned. “Unfortunate.”

      “What’s unfortunate?”

      “It’s unfortunate how little you know about yourself and your people.”

      “I’m not the only one who remains ignorant about the Deshazl.”

      “No. You are not. And the others…”

      “What is it that you want me to find?”

      “I want you to understand this place.”

      “But why? You can call the dragon out and—”

      “This is not about what I can do, Fezarn, but about what you can do. And I would like to see you demonstrate the same strength that you demonstrated during the attack.”

      Fes sighed. His hand went to his waist, reaching for his daggers to reassure himself, but found only the one. The other had been destroyed by the dragon. It had been a sacrifice made, and though he understood what had happened, he remained saddened by the loss. It was one less connection to his parents.

      “I would have you focus,” she said. “Allow yourself to reach outward, beyond yourself. If you do, you can feel the connection. It will drift, and as it does, you can begin to find answers that you believe elude you.”

      Fes glanced over. It seemed so simple when she said it like that, but what she asked of him was difficult. Possibly impossible. He wasn’t sure whether or not he would be able to find what she wanted of him. There was a way of releasing that part of him that represented the Deshazl, allowing it to ease away from him. He held onto it as she had taught him, allowing that sense to ease away slowly. It always happened slowly. There was nothing about the Deshazl magic that he wasn’t supposed to use quickly. The only time that he was—and did—was when he used it to attack. When he did that, the magic needed to explode. Fes had managed to do that consistently only a few times since pushing back the Damhur. When he had confronted them, he had managed to use that explosive-type magic more effectively. Now it didn’t seem to respond quite as well. There wasn’t the same need to explode, not as there had been when facing the Damhur. Perhaps that was part of it. Perhaps the lack of urgency was what made it more difficult.

      Yet, Fes did as she asked. He wanted to know how to use magic the way that she did. There was something quite powerful in it, and her control over her Deshazl magic was enviable. If nothing else, Fes wanted to understand who—and what—he was.

      Slowly, the power eased away from him. It happened that way. There was never a greater sense, and never an overwhelming release of power. He knew better than to use it in that way.

      She watched him, and he wondered as he often did how much of his connection to magic she could detect. Was it the same for him as with the fire mages? Fes could feel when the fire mages were using their connection to magic, and could feel how they controlled the spell, drawing strength from the artifacts. So far, he hadn’t been aware of anything similar when working with Arudis, at least not from her. Yet, could she detect him?

      He wondered if there would come a time when he would have the same control as she did. That was the goal, the target that he knew he needed to reach, but for now, he didn’t. And couldn’t.

      Heat and humidity. The forest. His breathing. Even Arudis. All of that swirled around him, a sense of power that Fes detected. It churned around him, and he started to do as Arudis had instructed, ignoring parts of it. First, he ignored himself. That was always the most difficult to do. When he managed that, pushing his awareness of himself into the back of his mind, he turned his brief attention to ignoring Arudis. He knew she was there, and so paying attention to her did nothing other than distract him.

      When he succeeded at that, he turned to ignoring the humidity and heat of the forest. They were intertwined. It made letting go of what he detected of them more difficult, but he pushed the sense of them away, forcing it into the background of his mind.

      What did it leave him with?

      The forest itself.

      There was always the sense of the forest. It was both the odor of the trees and the feel of the spongy earth and the way that traces of wind reached him, but never with any real strength.

      There was a weight to it. A sense of age that he had recognized when dealing with the dragon plains.

      Fes pushed that sense into the background, forcing it away.

      What did that leave?

      It left him with nothing.

      That was what Arudis wanted him to reach. She wanted him to find that nothingness. She wanted him to know that emptiness. From there, and perhaps only from there, would he be able to reach the sense of the dragon.

      For a long time, Fes felt nothing.

      It seemed as if he floated, almost an emptiness, a void that surrounded him. He hung within it, not fighting that sense. There was no point in doing so. The emptiness was what he sought, and it came to him.

      Slowly, almost painfully slowly, he began to be aware of something else. Something more.

      It was vague, little more than a hint of a foreign sense that filled him, but the longer that he focused, the more he became aware that what he picked up on was real.

      Rather than reaching outward, straining to determine what it was that he detected, Fes did nothing other than let that sense come to him.

      And come it did.

      Slowly, almost as if slithering toward him, the strange, exotic sense reached him.

      Fes wanted to reach through the darkness, wanted to feel what it was that he picked up on, but doing so would disrupt the calm that he had found, and that calm was the key to understanding what Arudis was trying to teach him. This was the farthest Fes had come with it. Always before, he had managed nothing more than to push away that sense of the forest, and when he had done that, there had been nothing else there.

      Maybe there wasn’t anything else there, but what if there was? What if what he detected now represented the dragon?

      His heart started to pound.

      It broke through his calm, and Fes struggled to push it back, to quash that sense.

      He took a few breaths, nothing more than a way of steadying himself, of calming himself so that the strangeness he had detected—whatever it was—would not disappear. If it was the dragon, Fes didn’t want to scare it away.

      For a while, there was nothing.

      The nothingness surrounded him, consuming him, and he didn’t fight it. There was no point in fighting that nothingness. He wanted it, and he chased it, and so when it did continue to fill him, he relished it.

      The foreign sense intruded again.

      It was closer.

      This time, Fes was certain about what he detected. And he was certain that the foreign sense, whatever it was, was there, just at the edge of his understanding.

      Somehow, he was certain that it was the dragon.

      Fes didn’t dare move. Slowly, it seemed as if that sense—possibly the dragon—began to approach. He didn’t want to scare it away.

      “What do you feel?”

      Arudis’s voice came out of the nothingness, seemingly from everywhere.

      “There is something else here with me,” he said.

      “Good.”

      She said nothing else, letting that emptiness continue to overpower him. It forced his sense of self down and down until there was none of him left. There was only the emptiness—and whatever it was that was there with him.

      It continued to approach.

      Now Fes began to detect heat within it, and there was power within that nothingness, the kind of power that he would never know.

      With a growing certainty, he knew that it was the dragon.

      It was close.

      Had he somehow called to the dragon?

      If he had, how had he managed to do so?

      Fes began to ease his eyes open, and as he did, there was another fluttering at the back of his mind, at the edge of the nothingness, and his eyes opened with a start.

      His heart hammered and he no longer could push it away. Had his sudden movement startled it?

      “What happened?” Arudis asked.

      Fes looked around. The fog was there, and through it came the heat and humidity, all of the senses that he tried to ignore and failed. He looked at her, shock growing within him. He hadn’t imagined what he had felt, had he?

      “The dragon.”

      “Yes.” Arudis pointed into the forest, into the fog, where Fes couldn’t see. If he unsheathed his sword, the fog would dissipate, pressed away from the blade in some way. Arudis had told him that he couldn’t do that, that pushing outward on the fog would only disrupt his attempt to reach the dragon and so Fes had not tried. “The dragon was close but it is no longer.”

      Fes turned to look at Arudis. “Did you know?”

      “Know what?”

      Fes smiled to himself. She hadn’t brought him here to reach the dragon. That might be part of it, but she had never doubted his ability to reach the dragon. She had told him that from the beginning. She had always known that he would find a way of connecting to the dragon, and because of that, she wouldn’t have needed to bring him here.

      No—there was another reason for her to have brought him here. Something unexpected.

      “The dragon isn’t alone, is it?”

      Arudis watched him for a moment and then she nodded at Fes. “Come. It’s time that you see something.”

      “See what?”

      “See your heritage.”

      Arudis started into the forest, disappearing into the fog. There had been a time when Fes would have worried about following her, but there was a connection between them, and he could detect her despite the fog.

      He started off, curious where she would lead him.

      When he caught up to her, he glanced over. “That’s it, isn’t it? You wanted me to know that the dragon that we found was not the last. The forest somehow protects them.”

      Arudis looked over at him. “There are some things that you can be told, and some things you must experience to fully understand.”

      “Such as a dragon?”

      She smiled slightly. “What did you think when you first saw the dragon?”

      “I… I could scarcely believe that it was real. I had heard so many stories growing up, and I remember the priests always believing that the dragons could return, but I had never believed that was true. How could I? The dragons were gone and though I found relics, there was no evidence they would return.”

      “You have felt the power of the dragon plains.”

      “The dragon plains, but that power comes from the remnants of the dragons.”

      “Are you certain?” She watched him, eyeing him with a hint of a smile.

      “Are you trying to tell me that the dragons remain in the north, too?”

      “As I said, I’m not trying to tell you anything. It’s time that you experience it for yourself.”

      She continued to guide him deeper into the forest.

      As she did, Fes lost track of where he was going. It was easy to do, and the longer that they went, the farther that he walked, the less certain he was that he would be able to find his way free of the forest. Something about the trees changed. There was the sense of energy about them, almost the same kind of energy that he detected from Arudis.

      Every so often, he noticed her glancing over at him. At first, it seemed as if they were casual glances, little more than her checking to see whether he followed or not, but they became more frequent, and he realized that she wanted him to know that she watched him. She never said anything and he didn’t break the silence between them. There was something almost peaceful about the forest, something calming about the quiet that surrounded him.

      The farther they went, the more another sense crept in, and it took Fes a while to understand what it was that he detected.

      A dragon.

      That had to be what he was detecting, but he never saw any sign of it. He felt it, as much as he suspected he would be able to feel it, but catching a glimpse of it proved difficult, especially with the pervasive fog surrounding them.

      If the dragon was out there, and if it were watching him, were they heading to where it called home?

      Arudis moved confidently through the forest, seemingly having no difficulty navigating her way around. Were Fes here alone, he probably would have turned back long ago, fearful of what he might find. When he had been here before, there had been the sense of movement, and although he hadn’t seen anything, he had felt the definite presence of something.

      The longer they walked, the more certain Fes became that there was something watching him, following them. He began to slow, wanting to know whether or not he could detect the dragon or whether it was simply his imagination. He doubted that it was.

      When he had slowed too much, Arudis tapped him on the arm, nodding with an expression that seemed to say that he needed to move more quickly.

      How long had they been gone? It had to have been the better part of a day, and long enough that Jayell would begin to wonder what happened to him. “Arudis?” he whispered.

      She shook her head and motioned him to silence by bringing a finger to her lips.

      What choice did he have but to comply?

      Fes sighed. They reached a tree larger than any that Fes had seen in the forest and she started around it, circling carefully. For some reason, her hand trailed along the bark of the tree. Fes reached out to touch the tree, but Arudis smacked his hand away, admonishing him with her glare.

      Fes shrugged and turned his attention to watching where she was leaving him. They finished the circuit around the tree, and then she stopped.

      The fog seemed to be lifting.

      At first, Fes thought that it was only his imagination, but the more that he stared, the more certain he was that it was real.

      He glanced at Arudis, but she stood, hands clasped in front of her, simply waiting, as if this were expected.

      Arudis breathed out, and as she did, the rest of the fog dissipated.

      Fes gasped. Spread in front of him was nothing like what he had expected. Throughout the rest of the forest, he had come across nothing more than trees. When he had been here before, using his sword and daggers to push back the fog, he had seen nothing more than the expected forest.

      Now, rather than trees and shrubs and darkness, a massive city spread in front of him.
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      Fes gazed around the clearing. It was enormous, with massive trees ringing it, growing like sentries that marked the edge of the forest. The fog lifted as if commanded, and his eyes couldn’t move off what he saw, shocked by the buildings within the clearing.

      They were incredibly ornate. Most were made of a dark stone, and it took Fes a long moment to realize that it was dragonglass.

      His hand went to the hilt of the sword strapped to his waist and he ran his fingers along the smooth surface. All of that would be dragonglass, the same that he carried.

      Only, what he carried was nothing like what he saw. Dragonglass was incredibly resilient, practically indestructible, and because of that, it was highly prized. Fes had valued his daggers almost as much for the sentimental connection to them as for the cost. No living blacksmith knew how to work with dragonglass, and from what his friend Tracen had told him, the dragonglass blades were made by dragons rather than any blacksmith.

      “What is this place?” Fes asked.

      “This is one of the last remaining homes of the Deshazl,” Arudis said. She spoke softly, and her words had a certain reverence to them.

      “All of this is Deshazl?”

      She glanced up at him briefly before turning her attention back to the city. “Was. All of this was Deshazl. The Deshazl disappeared years ago, Fezarn. There was no reason for them to remain, especially as doing so only attracted the attention of the Damhur.”

      “But why leave here? If this city could protect them, why not remain here? Why leave a place like this?”

      There was something about the city that felt more welcoming than any other place he’d ever been. Fes had traveled extensively throughout his life, and he’d never felt at home, but here within the trees and surrounded by buildings like this, he thought that he could almost find something that would be home for him. It was almost as if he were meant to be here.

      “What did you detect when I asked you to reach out with your connection?”

      The dragon. That was what he had detected when he had pushed away the sense of everything. Now that he was here, would he detect that again? Was that why she had brought him here?

      Fes focused on what he could pick up. As he had at the edge of the forest, he pushed away the sense of himself, and then of Arudis, before pushing away the awareness of the forest around him. Now that he was here, it was easier to push away the sense of the forest, especially as there was nothing of it that attempted to push in on him, not here. As soon as he had reached its edge, the sense of it had begun to dissipate, leaving him with little more than a faint pressure. There seemed to be more presence from the dragonglass building then there was from the forest, almost as if the buildings had some power that they attempted to push at him.

      Fes ignored that, pushing away the awareness of the city, and tried to find that sense of emptiness that eluded him. Somehow, he needed to reach it and to grasp that emptiness.

      The sense of the emptiness came to him slowly, far more slowly than he wanted. As he tried to focus on it, it slipped away, and he steadied his breathing, trying to find a way to allow the sense of nothingness to find him. It was difficult, and as much as he worked at it, he struggled with simply allowing himself to reach it.

      “Open your eyes, Fes,” Arudis said.

      Fes turned to see where she was looking, and across the city, somewhere near what he expected to be the center, was a massive blue-scaled dragon. Steam radiated around the creature, and he wondered if that steam was what comprised the fog of the forest. If that were the case, had the forest fog—the dragon’s breath—been caused by dragons before?

      “It’s bigger than the last time I saw it.”

      “He’s bigger.”

      Fes nodded. “Fine. He’s bigger.”

      “He will continue to grow, and in time, he will be an impressive dragon,” Arudis said.

      “How can you tell?”

      “Because I can feel the connection to power the dragon has. If you allowed yourself to connect to it, you would feel the same thing.”

      “I was trying, but it seemed to evade me.”

      “You were trying far too hard.”

      Fes stared at the dragon. Last time he had seen creature, it—he—had circled and landed not far from him, and the Damhur woman had Called to the dragon, controlling him. This was the dragon that had destroyed his dagger.

      When he had seen the dragon before, he’d had the same deep blue scales, and in the moonlight of that night had seemed almost black. Now there was something purplish to him, and other swirls of color were found along his scales. His back was smooth, ending in massive thick wings that curled out to the side that he used to prop himself up with. It seemed as if he was ready to launch into the air at any moment, but if he did, he would be seen.

      “They can’t fly here, can they?”

      Arudis shook her head. “It’s not safe for them. Here they remain confined, trapped and bound to the land. You can understand why those ancient dragons allowed themselves to perish.”

      Fes blinked as he looked over at her. “They let themselves?”

      “The dragons knew their time was passing, and they made preparations for a future, though I doubt even the elder dragons could have known at the time just what kind of future they faced. They believed that their friends—the Deshazl—would find some way to remove the danger of the Calling, and that one day the dragons could be restored.”

      Fes stared at the dragon. “That’s why the Deshazl worked with the empire.”

      “The Deshazl served the empire, much as they once served the dragons.”

      “I thought you said the Deshazl didn’t serve the dragons.”

      “You take serve far too literally. The Deshazl have always assisted, and without their assistance, neither dragon nor Deshazl would be nearly as powerful as they would be otherwise.” She tilted her head in a nod toward the dragon. “When you begin to understand who you are—what you are—you will understand that the Deshazl strength comes from deep within you, but it’s not only your strength. You borrow it from the dragons. It makes you stronger.”

      Fes thought about that night during the attack. His connection to magic had been more potent, and because of it, he had been able to help the dragon. He hadn’t given much thought to why it had been more potent. At the time, he had thought that he had been able to understand his magic better, and that understanding was what had given him a greater connection to it. Could it be that wasn’t the case at all? Could it be that the only reason he had been as effective as he had that night was because the dragon had returned?

      Could it be that the Damhur were responsible for not only returning the dragon, but for bringing his strength?

      “Where is the other?”

      Arudis watched him. “Few have ever realized that there is another here.”

      “The other dragon is the one responsible for the appearance of the forest.”

      Arudis nodded slowly. “She is. The fog of the forest is her contribution.”

      “She?”

      “You are surprised that the dragons have gender?”

      “Not that, it’s just…”

      “What is it?”

      Fes sighed. Should he tell her about the dreams he had about the dragons? Would it make a difference? In those dreams, there had been a blue-scaled dragon, much like the one he now saw perched in the middle of the city, but there had been others, including one of red and yellow, a powerful dragon who had soared high above the sky, and another, more massive than any others, with deep purple scales and heat and flame nearly rivaling the sun.

      If he did tell her about that, what would she think? Would she think him ridiculous?

      Yet, those had been nothing more than dreams, hadn’t they? There was nothing more to them. But in those dreams, he had seen the dragons, and he couldn’t deny that it was this dragon that he had seen, the dragon that now stood in front of him, massive and impressive.

      “Where is the other one?”

      Arudis still didn’t meet his gaze. “She’s here, as she has been for years.”

      “Years? How long do they live?”

      “Dragons live a long time. Centuries, in some cases. That’s the reason their loss was felt so acutely. When they were taken from us, when the dragons disappeared from the world, it was a great and devastating loss.”

      As he stared at the blue-scaled dragon, he wondered what it must be like for something like that to live so long. The centuries that had passed since dragons last roamed the world, centuries that had comprised the entirety of the empire, were nothing but a generation to the dragons.

      “How many dragons remain?”

      Arudis looked at him, smiling widely. “Now you ask the right questions.”

      “It’s more than these two, isn’t it.”

      “We don’t know. Others probably remain, though not in our lands. Here, they are at risk. The Damhur have posed a danger to the dragons for as long as they have understood their connection to them.”

      “It’s not just the dragons that are at risk,” Fes said.

      “That is true. The Deshazl share in that risk, but they can be trained. The dragons…”

      “Why the dragons, then?”

      “We have long believed that the dragons could learn to withstand an attack, but as far as we know, they never learned how.”

      “If they never learned how, then how can you be certain they could?”

      Arudis motioned for him to follow and they started into the city. As they went, the sense of the dragonglass buildings around him surprised him. There was something impressive about them, a sleekness that was so different than the buildings of the capital. When he tried to pause to look at them, Arudis shook her head and motioned for him to continue to follow.

      Everything had an air of disuse.

      “How long has it been since the Deshazl lived here?”

      “There have not been enough Deshazl to call this place home in generations.”

      “How is it that you knew of it?”

      She paused then, regarding him with a long and irritated gaze. “There are those Deshazl who have not forgotten who—and what—they are.”

      “What about those Deshazl who never knew who they were?”

      “You never knew because you never cared to question.”

      She turned away and again Fes followed, uncertain how to respond to her accusation. It wasn’t that he hadn’t cared to know about his people. There simply wasn’t anything for him to do. When he lost his parents and his brother, he had been so focused on simply surviving that he hadn’t cared about understanding anything more than that.

      But should he have?

      Arudis led him closer to the dragon. With every step that he took, Fes could feel the heat coming from the massive creature, and he marveled at the sheer size and power that radiated from it. There was nothing like this dragon, and he still marveled at the fact that it existed at all.

      The Damhur were responsible for it. If nothing else, there was value in that.

      “Why did you want me to come here?”

      “Because you have potential, Fezarn.”

      “There are plenty of Deshazl who have potential.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “From what I saw, I am.”

      Arudis gave him a thoughtful glance before turning away and studying the dragon again.

      Nina had potential. Fes didn’t need to spend much time with her to know that. Others with him had potential. Nick likely would be a powerful Deshazl, especially considering how he had nearly managed to withstand the Calling. There were others that he had rescued, and it was possible that many of them would be great.

      So why him?

      They reached a central part of the city. The buildings ended abruptly. None of them were too tall, almost as if intentionally trying to avoid rising higher than the forest, competing with the trees for size. And the lower roof buildings would give the dragons clearance. They wouldn’t have to worry about slamming into the sides of the buildings.

      Even here, the dragons wouldn’t be able to fly. They were trapped, limited by just how much they could do, and despite the fact that they lived, they didn’t live freely.

      That bothered him more than he expected.

      When they stopped in front of the dragon, Fes stared at him. He had been close to the dragon before, but it had been a while. From a distance, the dragon scales glittered in the sunlight, and up close, he could more easily see the streaks of deeper color swirling within them. Fes had been around enough artifacts to know that most had color, though many times the color within the dragon relics would be faded, as if time had stolen some of the glamour from them.

      That was not the case with a living dragon.

      If anything, the color within the scales was deeper than he could ever have imagined. The swirls of color were incredibly vivid, and it was more than simply depths of blue that Fes could hardly imagine. Buried within that, he could see other swirls of color, hints of aqua and some the color of the sky, and mixed with it were glimmers of faint blues that he had no words to describe. Even one scale from a dragon like that would be incredibly valuable.

      Of all the artifacts Fes had reclaimed over the years, he had never reclaimed a dragon scale. He couldn’t imagine how much someone like Azithan would pay for one.

      The dragon turned to him and snorted, steam and a small burst of flame coming toward him. Fes resisted the urge to jerk away. This was a test—it had to be—and he needed to be ready for it.

      “What do you see?”

      Fes blinked. “I see a dragon.”

      “Look deeper.”

      Fes frowned. How much deeper did Arudis want him to go? What more was there to see? He saw the dragon, and other than that, what was there for him to see?

      “I see the dragon’s scales. I feel the heat coming off of it—him.”

      The dragon snorted, almost as if understanding his slight. Fes had attempted to speak to the dragon before. When he had first come across the dragon on the tower of the temple for the fire mages, he had tried to speak to the dragon, but he had no inclination that the dragon had understood him. Could it? As far as he knew, the Deshazl once had some sort of connection to the dragon, which meant that they possibly had some way of communicating with them.

      He closed his eyes and focused, thinking about what he had felt when he was near the edge of the forest. When he had done that before, he had been aware of the presence of the dragon, heat and movement and power that all seemed to radiate from the creature. Could he pick up on that now?

      As Fes focused, he continued to try to maintain that connection, searching for anything that he could of the dragon. Perhaps there was something deeper, but how was he to find it?

      “What do you feel?”

      Arudis’s question imposed on the solitude he was trying to find, and he resisted the urge to open his eyes. He took a breath, thinking about what it was that he could feel. There was not only the sense of size coming off the dragon, there was the power that he could feel.

      It reflected what he felt within himself. That power was there, simmering just below the surface, magic that he had not been able to reach nearly as effectively in months.

      Fes strained for that connection to magic, struggling to reach it, and as he did, he could feel it building, growing ever more potent the longer that he reached.

      It was about the connection to the dragon. When he had tried to reach for his magic before, it had resisted him, eluding his attempts to use magic that he knew he had but was unable to fully grasp. Now as he reached for it, he found it answering him more clearly, almost a part of him that seemed determined to use that Deshazl connection, to fully understand the magic.

      “You feel it, don’t you?”

      Fes opened his eyes to see Arudis watching him. He glanced at the dragon, who was watching as well. Golden eyes glittered in something that almost resembled amusement, if a creature like a dragon could be said to be amused.

      “I feel… something.”

      Arudis nodded. “What you feel is the connection to the dragons. Here in the forest, where the dragon’s breath has hidden them, that connection is stronger than it is in other places.”

      “Is it because of the location or is it because of the dragons?”

      “The Deshazl have long shared a connection with the dragons, and it is through that connection that we both have access to greater power. I would have you understand your power, Fezarn. It is difficult to know it, but you have potential. I felt it that night. It filled you, a connection to him that he allowed, your capacity to borrow strength from him.” Arudis turned toward the dragon, and she smiled widely. “The Deshazl have not been nearly as potent as we once were. Like the dragons, our power has receded from the world, but with this one’s return, and the possibility of more, the Deshazl can once again be potent.”

      “I don’t understand. I had some magic before.”

      “As do all Deshazl. Even without a connection to any particular dragon, the Deshazl are not powerless. We never have been. Our blood is too strong, our connection to that ancient power too incredible, for us to be fully helpless. But we are more—much more—when we have the dragons to work with.”

      Fes held onto that connection to the Deshazl magic, letting it flow through him. It was an impressive connection, and he knew that with it, he could fight, and he could do many things that he could not otherwise. That night when facing the Damhur, he had been able to do things that he had not been able to replicate in the days since. As much as he wanted to be able to do them, there were limitations.

      “This is what you want me to see?”

      “I wanted you to recognize that you are Deshazl, and because of that, you have more power than you realize. I wanted you to realize that you have great potential, and it’s potential that even the dragon sees.”

      “You wanted me to come for more than that, though.”

      Arudis smiled at him. “I did want you to come for more than that. I wanted you to come so that you would know what you were fighting for. And I wanted you to, so that you would be able to feel the power available to you when you answer that call. The Damhur raised a dragon, but it wasn’t the first in these lands. And the other needs our help.”

      “Arudis?”

      “The war is just beginning, Fezarn. It has been waging for centuries, though not in the way that most understand. The empire has protected us, but the Damhur have made their move. They will continue to attack. And now they know that a dragon has returned to these lands. They will be relentless until they capture him.”

      “What happens then?” That was something Fes hadn’t been able to determine when he had been facing the Damhur outside of the fire mage temple. He had feared that if they were able to Call the dragon, they would use the dragon—and the fire and flame the dragon was able to control—against not only the fire mages, but all of the empire.

      “The Damhur have not had a dragon under their control for hundreds of years.”

      “How were they stopped then?”

      “The fire mages and the Deshazl stopped them. This time will be different. They have prepared for centuries, and in that time, they have grown ever more powerful while we have faded. Most within the empire no longer remember the contributions we made to the war and the planning. The Damhur have not forgotten. And when they come again—truly come again—we must be ready.”

      She turned toward the dragon, staring at him intensely, and Fes couldn’t help but think that there was a part of Arudis that doubted whether or not they would be able to withstand another attack. Considering the difficulty of the skirmishes they had been through so far, Fes didn’t know whether they would or not, either.

      Somehow, they would have to prepare.

      And it was more than simply him training and understanding what it meant to be Deshazl. There was more to it than that, though Fes wondered what that might involve.

      “The Damhur will find us here.”

      “Which is why we need to get help.”

      “You mean the empire.”

      “The empire. The fire mages. The powers that once pushed back the Damhur. Mostly, we need something from the empire.”

      “What do we need?”

      “The second dragon wasn’t fully restored. It needs a heart.”

      “A what?”

      Arudis sighed. “The dragon heart is part of the process of resurrecting the dragons. The Damhur knew that, but the other dragon…”

      “And we need it from the empire?”

      Arudis nodded. “Otherwise we might not be able to stop the Damhur.”

      “I’ve tried—”

      “You’ve tried, but now you must try.”

      She conveyed an urgency, and he wondered what she knew. When they had managed to get away from the Damhur, he had thought they had a little time. The Damhur would be careful moving too openly into the empire, but for how long? What would happen if they started Calling again? “How long do you think we have?”

      She shook her head. “Not long, Fezarn. Not long at all.”
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      Fes didn’t want to return to the capital—not really. It had been a while since he’d been here, months that he had stayed away, intentionally remaining out, not wanting to draw attention to himself and not wanting to deal with the Dragon Guard, but it seemed as if he had no choice but to return.

      There was something different about coming back this time. When he’d lived in the capital, he had served Azithan and had worked as a collector for the empire, which had given him a certain freedom, but the empire had many people who worked as collectors, not only Fes. He had never been particularly favored by the emperor himself, and had really only served at Azithan’s leisure. The moment Azithan grew tired of him, Fes would no longer have the same favor shown to him.

      How would he get the dragon heart? Would Azithan allow him to get it?

      “It’s so… big,” Sarah said.

      Fes glanced over to see her gaping at the capital. Had that been his reaction when he had first come here? He didn’t remember it all that well, though he had been young when he had first arrived. He suspected that, much like Sarah, he would have been amazed at the sheer size of the capital. How could he not, especially when it was so much larger than any other city found throughout the empire? For her part, Sarah had grown up in a small village on the outskirts of the empire, and traveling to the capital would have been a great undertaking, one that might never have taken place. How often did people in the outer villages have need of coming to the capital? It wasn’t so much that they didn’t want to; it was more that the effort of making such a journey was beyond what most were willing to undertake.

      “It feels smaller when you’re inside,” Fes said.

      Sarah stared at him, incredulous. She smoothed down her hair and absently touched the sword sheathed at her waist. Like most of the people who now fought with Fes, Sarah carried a dragonglass sword. They had reclaimed enough swords from the fallen Damhur that anyone who wanted to carry a dragonglass sword had the ability to do so. And here Fes thought that the swords were valuable. They were, but not quite the way that he once had believed.

      “How can it feel smaller? Just look at it! I mean, the emperor lives here. He’s supposed to be incredibly powerful, a fire mage unrivaled, and…”

      She shook her head and Fes smiled to himself. “I don’t know how skilled a fire mage the emperor is. The time that I met him, he didn’t show me his abilities, but you’re right. He is rumored to be an incredibly skilled fire mage.” Fes looked over at Jayell, but he doubted that she would tell them anything. She looked at him with a fixed expression, and he knew that she wouldn’t give him any answers.

      “You’ve met the emperor?” Nick asked.

      Fes nodded. “I told you that I served the emperor’s advisor.”

      “Serving an advisor isn’t the same as meeting the emperor. He’s rumored to be very selective about who he lets in his company.”

      Fes shrugged. “Azithan—the advisor I worked with—was close to him. There was some concern about an item that I had recovered for Azithan.”

      Did it matter that the item he had been tasked to recover was the dragon heart—the very same dragon heart that seemed to have been critical for returning the dragon? Did it matter that he had been used by both the fire mages and the rebellion in order to acquire it?

      Probably not. All that mattered was that he had managed to get away from the empire and he no longer had to serve them, yet here he was, standing at the edge of the capital, planning his entry into the city and his offer to help.

      If that wasn’t serving the empire, then what was?

      “How safe is the city?” Celine asked.

      She had been the quietest as they had come to the city. He didn’t know whether she had been here before, though the expression on her face wasn’t nearly as awed as Sarah, and she didn’t have the same attention that Fes had seen from Nick when he had returned with him the last time. If anything, she seemed nonplussed by what she saw. Even Michael—older and more experienced—was quiet for what was likely a very different reason. He was likely quiet because he was uncertain about what to make of the capital.

      “It’s not as if the city is the safest place you’ll ever visit,” Fes said. “When I was here before, I learned how to navigate around the dangers, but you never completely avoid them.”

      She glanced over at him. “That isn’t an answer, Fes.”

      “That’s my way of saying that the city isn’t entirely safe,” he said.

      She sighed and turned her attention back to stare out at the city. Fes glanced over at Jayell, wondering if she knew anything about what troubled Celine, but she only shook her head.

      “How are we supposed to get help here?” Sarah asked.

      “It’s more than just getting help. We need something from them to help the empire remember the past,” Fes said. That seemed easier said than done. How were they supposed to find anyone who remembered what had happened all those years ago? It didn’t even seem as if Arudis knew all that much about what had happened in the past. How was he supposed to find someone—anyone—who might remember the past and be able to help now, in the present?

      It seemed as if it was asking too much of him and the people who would travel with him.

      Yet they had no choice. There was no choice other than to attempt this. It meant that they would likely have to deal with reaching the palace, and perhaps trying to coax Jaken into helping. That one would’ve seemed an insurmountable task, but after what they had been through with the fire mage temple, Fes at least had the glimmer of hope that Jaken would consider the request.

      As he started them down into the city, no one spoke. They were a decent-sized party, but despite that, they didn’t really pose a threat to anyone in the city. It might have been better for Fes had he been alone. At least then he would not have had to worry nearly so much about keeping the others safe. There were times when it was easier to be alone. He didn’t like worrying about what would happen to Sarah or Celine, or thinking that he needed to be concerned about how Nick might react in certain circumstances, and he didn’t like to fear what would happen if they were to come across fire mages who might coax Jayell into returning to the temple.

      And yet, if he were alone, Fes would be more concerned about his own safety. Traveling with his friends left him less fearful that he might be attacked by Carter or someone else in the city who was thinking to collect on the bounty that had once been on his head. He thought that bounty was removed, but there still might be people who wanted to collect on it, thinking that the empire might still pay out the exorbitant fee that had been on his head.

      When they reached the outskirts of the city, joining the crowd that moved through it, Fes took the lead, guiding them along the streets. His first order of business was to secure them a place to stay, which meant finding an inn, though he had never spent much time at such places. He’d had his own place here and hadn’t needed to keep a temporary accommodation.

      Fes glanced over at Jayell, his focus flickering from her to the others, thinking through the possible places that they might stay. Anyplace that they could go would have to be relatively inexpensive. It had been quite a while since he had enough money to afford anything of real comfort. It might even involve stealing, but he wasn’t eager to jump into that. Stealing brought the wrong kind of attention, and as he didn’t have a price on his head, he wanted to keep it that way as long as possible.

      “You’re hesitating,” Jayell said.

      “I’m trying to come up with where we could stay,” he said.

      “You don’t have a place in mind? You were here for years.”

      “I never had to stay in any place temporary. This was my home.”

      Strangely, it felt nothing like home. He wondered if it ever could again. Then again, when he had been here, he had wanted nothing more than to make money and buy his way free of the capital, thinking that would provide him a different sort of freedom. Had Azithan known what would have awaited him had he managed to earn enough? Had Azithan known that his being Deshazl meant that he was in danger of the Damhur?

      “There is someone who may be able to help,” he said.

      “Tracen?” Jayell asked.

      Fes nodded. He hated the idea of asking his only friend in the city for financial help, but he suspected that Tracen would be willing to do so. If nothing else, Tracen would find him some accommodations, possibly even offer up his home, though Fes didn’t think that he could intrude with six people. If it were only he and Jayell, it might be different.

      He brought them through the city, skirting around some of the more dangerous parts, places that he once had roamed, his jobs taking him everywhere throughout the city, before heading toward Tracen’s shop. It was on a nicer street, rows of other businesses lining it, the air smelling of a distant bakery, and the sound of hammering mixed with the general noise and commotion out in the street. It was comforting. Fes had always found Tracen’s shop to be a welcoming place, a reprieve from the dangers in the rest of the city.

      “You guys should wait here,” Fes said.

      “Is this where we’re going to stay?” Sarah asked.

      Fes shook his head. “This is a blacksmith shop.”

      “Blacksmith? As in weapons?” Celine looked up at the storefront. Tracen had a simple sign, little more than a picture depicting a figure hunched over, hammering, and she frowned. “Why would you bring us here? We all have weapons.”

      “Maybe he doesn’t think these sorts are sharp enough,” Michael said.

      “They’re dragonglass,” Celine said. “There’s not much sharper than dragonglass, and besides, they’re practically indestructible.”

      “I bet Fes knows how to destroy them,” Sarah said.

      He thought of the dragon breathing a stream of fire, destroying his dagger. “I know of only one way to really destroy dragonglass, and as far as I know, there’s nothing in the city that would be able to generate a fire that hot.” He turned to Celine. “We’re here because the proprietor of this is a friend of mine, and hopefully he can not only provide us with information about what’s taking place in the city, but he can give us a place to stay.”

      “Wouldn’t he just let you stay with him?”

      “His shop is not that large,” Fes said. “And that’s not the kind of favor that I would ever ask of him.”

      Even though he wouldn’t ask, there was a part of Fes that suspected that Tracen wouldn’t hesitate to offer his home to Fes and his friends, but that wasn’t the kind of imposition that he wanted to request. Besides, that might create an obligation that Fes wasn’t sure he could meet. He didn’t know what Tracen might require of him. Their friendship had been based on mutual experiences and had remained in spite of the fact that Tracen had kept his apprenticeship while Fes had fallen into a life that had started as crime before getting claimed by Azithan, but maybe it was pride that prevented Fes from asking for help. Maybe it was his belief that he shouldn’t need more help from anyone else, or maybe it was just his idiocy.

      “Just wait here,” he said.

      Jayell looked at him, her gaze wondering whether she needed to wait outside, and Fes nodded. When he had come before, Tracen had been accommodating, and it was because of Tracen that they had been able to get word to Jaken, ending with Alison’s capture. That had been a significant ask of his friend. In some ways, this felt like an even greater imposition.

      Fes pushed the door open, stepping inside. Tracen stood with his hands clasped behind him, talking to a man in a dark cloak. His gaze drifted to Fes and he shook his head.

      Fes frowned and stepped back out into the street.

      “That was quick,” Jayell said.

      “He was preoccupied,” he said.

      “Isn’t he your friend?” Sarah asked. “Why would your friend send you away?”

      “Because he was preoccupied,” Fes said. He motioned for them to follow him and they made their way into an alley where he thought they could wait. He positioned himself so that he could watch the storefront, and it wasn’t long before the man who had been in the shop appeared, yanking his cloak around him and starting off down the street, away from them.

      “Jayell—could you and Nick follow him?”

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Just a feeling.”

      Jayell nodded, tapping Nick on the arm, and they started off.

      Sarah went with them, scrambling away and taking a position alongside Nick. Fes smiled to himself. He hadn’t seen the interest there before, but it made sense. Both had a certain affinity for their home villages, but both had willingly come along, wanting to help Fes with his task, and both had a fearlessness about them.

      “You two can come with me,” he said to Celine and Michael.

      “I thought you didn’t want us all with you?”

      “I didn’t want everybody to go bursting into the blacksmith shop before I knew what was taking place, but it’s empty other than my friend.”

      Michael glanced along the street, seeming as if he were longing to go with the others. Maybe Fes should have had them all go; it might’ve been easier. He could have taken that opportunity to speak with Tracen and not worry about overwhelming him with the nature of his request.

      “If you would prefer to have gone with them…”

      Michael shook his head. “No, there’s something about that man that seems familiar.”

      “Have you seen him before?”

      “Not him, but I feel as if I have seen someone like him before. Does that make sense?”

      Fes shrugged. “You might feel that way in the city frequently. There are people from all over.”

      “Even the Damhur?”

      It was a good question, and he didn’t have an answer for Celine. The Damhur could be here and he would have no way of knowing, short of feeling the effect of a Calling. If they were, what could he do?

      Nothing. He could try to gain the attention of the Dragon Guard, but fighting the Damhur in the city would be dangerous and risky.

      Yet, the Damhur had to be here, didn’t they? Alison had betrayed him and handed him over to them, which would have likely happened here, wouldn’t it? Without a mission to take her out of the city, there would’ve been no other reason for Alison to leave and then return.

      He should’ve thought about that before. He should have been prepared for the possibility that the Damhur would be here and that they would be ready for the Deshazl, attempting to Call them out. Hadn’t the woman claimed that the Damhur had infiltrated other places?

      Fes had to believe that they had, just as he had to believe that there might only be so much that he could do against them.

      He pushed those thoughts away. He would consider them later, but for now, he would focus on one task at a time.

      When he stepped into Tracen’s shop again, he saw no sign of his friend.

      “I thought you said he was here?” Celine said.

      “He was. I don’t know where he would’ve gone.” Fes glanced at the back door, which led to the forge. Tracen kept the door closed, not wanting heat to escape and wanting to make the rest of the shop more tolerable for visitors. Maybe Tracen had gone back there.

      Fes headed through the shop and pushed on the door but found it locked.

      Not locked. Blocked.

      That was unusual. Tracen would have made the forge easy enough to access, and Fes doubted that he would have locked the entrance, even for himself.

      He feared what it meant.

      Something had happened to Tracen.

      Fes lowered his shoulder and pushed on the door with as much strength as he could. It moved, but slowly—far too slowly.

      When he managed to get the door open, he found someone lying on the other side.

      Tracen.

      Fes hurried inside and checked his friend. There was a stab wound to his chest that blood poured out of, but Tracen still breathed. As Fes rolled him, his friend moaned, the most sound that he’d made.

      “What happened?” Fes asked.

      Tracen continued to moan, still saying nothing.

      “Fes?” Celine called from the other side of the door.

      “I need help,” he said.

      Celine poked her head through the door. She gasped when she saw Tracen lying there. “What happened?”

      “I think whoever that man was stabbed him,” Fes said.

      Tracen wasn’t helpless. As a blacksmith, he was muscular and would have been able to put up a fight, and the fact that he hadn’t made Fes wonder why. Had he known the other man? It was possible that Tracen wouldn’t have expected an attack if it were someone that he knew, but if that were the case, why would a friend or acquaintance have attacked?

      Answers would only come if he managed to save his friend.

      Fes tore off a section of cloth from Tracen’s shirt and put pressure on the wound. The bleeding was less than what he would’ve expected if Tracen would have been stabbed in the heart, so Fes had a little hope that he might survive, but it would involve the kind of care that he didn’t know how to provide. He needed to get Tracen help, but from who, and where?

      “Help me carry him,” he said to Celine.

      She grabbed Tracen’s legs while Fes lifted him under the arms. They brought him out of the back room of the shop. Once there, they laid Tracen in the middle of the floor. Michael crouched down and removed the bundle of cloth Fes had shoved down to staunch the bleeding.

      “What are you doing?” Fes asked.

      “I need to explore the wound,” he said.

      “Do you know what you doing?”

      “Well enough. I served in the army, and…”

      Fes frowned at him. “You served the empire?”

      “I was little more than a reservist. We would train, and periodically we would be sent off on excursions, simulating a battle, but we never faced the real thing.”

      “Then what do you know about wounds?”

      “There would be the occasional training accident,” Michael said. His fingers tore apart Tracen’s shirt and exposed his chest. There was only a single wound, and the edges of it were slightly blackened. Michael frowned as he studied it and then leaned forward to sniff the wound.

      “I don’t think it’s poison, but I’ll be honest, it might be and I simply can’t tell.”

      “Why would you think it’s poison?”

      “Look at the edges of this wound. Have you ever seen anything like that before?”

      Fes hadn’t, though he rarely spent much time staring at things he poked his daggers into. Most of the time, he was content to let his enemies bleed, not be mindful of what else might’ve happened to them.

      “Will he live?”

      “I don’t know. This kind of wound can be unpredictable. It’s close to the heart, and I don’t think it hit it; otherwise, he would have been dead already. But there are plenty of vessels leading to it.” He looked over at Fes. “You might need to find someone more skilled than me to do something about this wound. I mean, I can help maintain pressure with the best of them, and if it wasn’t blackened around the edges like this, I might even be able to stitch them closed, but that’s the extent of it.”

      Fes sat back on his heels. Tracen needed his help, but there was another concern for Fes. He had sent three of his friends away, and now they would be chasing after whoever it was who had attacked Tracen. If they had managed to overpower Tracen, who was to say that they wouldn’t be able to overpower Nick, Sarah, and Jayell?

      First things first. He needed to see if he could find help for Tracen, which meant looking for a healer. There were many healers throughout the city, though some were of better repute than others. Would any traditional healer make a difference?

      What he needed was some other way—perhaps a magical way—of healing Tracen.

      He had to hope that Jayell had learned something during her time in the fire mage temple about healing. He had seen Azithan perform healings before, so he knew it wasn’t outside of the purview of the fire mages, but he had never witnessed Jayell attempting anything like that.

      “You to stay here. Keep guard and keep the door locked until we return. If anyone tries to break in—”

      Michael nodded. “If anyone tries to break in, we’ll stop them.”

      “Don’t just stop them. Capture them. I need to know why they would have attacked Tracen.”

      “What about you?” Celine asked.

      “I’ve got to go find the rest of our friends. They might be in trouble, and Jayell might be the only one who can help Tracen.”
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      Fes surveyed the streets. He knew vaguely which direction they had headed, so he hurried after them, hoping that he would be right and he could find where the other three had gone, catching them before they made a mistake of confronting the man. If they did, Fes worried that it wouldn’t turn out well for any of them.

      He watched for movement along the streets, paying attention to the crowds. As he did, he wondered if perhaps he could find sign of anyone else, but there was nothing.

      Hopefully, it was just as likely that they would return before he even found them. Jayell knew her way well enough around the city that he didn’t fear for her finding her way back to Tracen’s shop. If she didn’t, he might have to search, but maybe it would be better—safer—to wait.

      “Fezarn.”

      Fes spun, reaching for his sword at the familiar sound of the voice. “Carter. Why is it that you keep finding me like this?” She was short and compact, with flame red hair, and incredibly dangerous. Fes knew better than to confront her for too long. Not only did she have allies in the city but she likely had hired mercenaries scattered all around him, people that he had to account for.

      “And here I keep thinking that you won’t return. It’s almost as if you want to give me a gift.”

      “And why would you think that?”

      Carter smiled at him darkly, twisting her hips almost seductively as she looked at him. “You’ve been away for a while. There have been wagers about whether or not you would return.”

      “I hope you’re on the wrong side of the wager.”

      “Oh, I had no doubt that you would be stupid enough to return.”

      Fes glanced around the street but he couldn’t see any sign of anyone who didn’t belong. There was no sign of mercenaries so he was relatively safe, though he didn’t know for sure. With Carter, it was often difficult to tell. She could have her mercenaries hiding anywhere, including some of the storefronts.

      “There is no longer a price on my head,” he said.

      “No? Perhaps I was mistaken in seeing that this remained posted,” she said, pulling a page out of her pocket. She unfolded it deliberately and flashed it at Fes, a smile plastered on her face.

      Fes looked down at the page. It was a picture that looked strikingly like him, the same square jaw, the same dark hair and eyes, and even the single mole on his left cheek. Below that was written in a bounty, and it was more than had been on his head before.

      Two thousand gold.

      Hadn’t Jaken removed the price on his head?

      Maybe this was Jaken’s way of getting back at him. Even though he had helped Fes before, there was no love lost between the two men. Fes had fought him—and beaten him at least once. Though Jaken had claimed he understood what Fes had done and the reason behind it, he was still a proud man, and proud men could often do foolish things.

      “Seeing as how you still have my money, how about we call it even?”

      “Ah, Fezarn, I didn’t claim nearly this much from you. And I’m sure you can understand the predicament.”

      “I’ll have my money back.”

      “Not today.”

      “Do you think you can bring me in yourself?”

      Carter grinned at him. “What makes you think that I would be by myself?”

      Fes scanned the street again, his gaze darting from building to building, waiting for someone—anyone—to show themselves. They had to be there, especially with the arrogant way Carter stood in front of him. She wouldn’t be so confident if she didn’t believe that she was protected. But then, where was her protection?

      “I don’t see anyone here to help you.”

      “I thought that I would do this myself.” She smiled dangerously. “It would be better not to have to share the prize, you know.”

      “I know that you are skilled, Carter, but I doubt that you are so skilled that you would be able to bring me in the way you seem to think.”

      “Oh, Fezarn. How little you know.” She unsheathed a sword and Fes shrugged, withdrawing his dragonglass blade. Carter eyed the sword for a moment before chuckling. “Is that why they have a price on you? Were you so stupid as to steal one of their swords?”

      “Maybe,” Fes said.

      He wished that he had a second sword. It wasn’t that he was that much of a better fighter with two, but it looked more intimidating. It was part of the reason that he had always fought with two daggers, enjoying the fear that he inflicted in people when he threw himself into fights that he shouldn’t have. Two daggers had managed to cut through numerous steel sword blades, and they had carved through plenty of people who thought to attack him.

      And Fes had little worry that his dragonglass sword would struggle at cutting through Carter’s. What he worried more about was why she believed that she could face him one on one. It wasn’t that she was that skilled a swordsman. He had seen her fight before, and though she did have talent, it was not nearly the same talent that some of her mercenaries possessed.

      “Are you sure this is what you want to do?” Fes asked.

      “More than you know.”

      She started toward him and Fes blocked, twisting his sword so that he could deflect her first attack. She was quick. He had expected that, especially considering how much shorter she was, and when she darted back, he brought his sword up and around, thinking to strike her again, but once more, she was too quick.

      Carter smirked at him and darted forward, twisting her sword in a slight circle that forced Fes to back up.

      She was more skilled than he remembered.

      Maybe he should have expected that. She would have been dealing with dangerous individuals, and he should have expected that she wasn’t completely helpless when it came to facing them. She couldn’t have afforded to do so.

      Fes brought his sword around, preparing for her next attack. She slithered forward, sweeping in with her sword in a low arc that forced Fes to jump.

      Without meaning to, he infused some of his Deshazl gift into the jump and sailed into the air, managing to twist up and over her, landing on the other side.

      “It seems I’m not the only one who learned a few new tricks.”

      He needed to be careful. Revealing things like that was a recipe for disaster, and that was not a dish he wanted to prepare. Carter was dangerous enough alone, but if she realized that he had some supernatural ability, it would make her even more dangerous, and that was not something he wanted to deal with.

      She twisted, leaning forward with a sweep of the sword before darting back again, and Fes parried, blocking thrust after thrust, none of them potentially dangerous.

      She was testing him.

      Fes didn’t have skill, not the way that it seemed Carter did. What he had was brutality, strength, and the ability to fight using those abilities, but he didn’t have her technique.

      Maybe he didn’t need to.

      Fes swung his sword around, sweeping it with a powerful blow. What he needed to do was push her back, convince her that he was dangerous and deadly—and he was, wasn’t he? He wasn’t helpless, not when it came to battling with the sword, and certainly not when it came to using his connection to the Deshazl. When he allowed that connection—that part of him—to ease out, he could be powerful.

      Carter smiled, sweeping the sword down with a flicker of her wrist, and Fes followed her attack, dancing back.

      Almost too late, he realized there was movement off to the right.

      He spun around and managed to avoid a second attacker. This one had a narrow blade, slightly different than the one Carter carried, but they positioned themselves in the same way. They held one hand behind their back, dancing forward and then back, forcing Fes between the two of them.

      “Your new swordmaster, I presume?” Fes asked.

      Carter shrugged and slipped forward.

      Fes jumped, once more his leap carrying him up and over, twisting.

      Carter seemed to anticipate this move, and she tried to jab upward as he flipped, managing to force him to bring his sword around in the middle of the movement. It unsettled his jump and he was thrown backward, staggering as he did.

      Another sense of movement drew his attention.

      He turned, and a third swordsman approached. This was a dark-haired woman, and she moved with the same sort of grace as the other swordsman, practically dancing with the blade. Like the swordmaster, this other’s sword was a narrow blade, and it flexed as she twisted through her movements.

      “I thought you were going to bring me in yourself,” Fes said.

      Carter smiled. “Perhaps I lied.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time, would it?”

      “Two thousand gold is enough to encourage me to get outside training. You understand, I’m sure, Fezarn.”

      That might be the worst part of it, for Fes. For two thousand gold, he did understand. It was almost enough to turn himself in, if only to learn why they had placed such a price on his head. There had to be a reason, but what reason could that be? Why so much on him?

      They were thoughts for another time. Right now, he had to focus on getting out of here alive; at least, out of here without getting captured.

      So far, she had two other swordmasters with her, but Fes wouldn’t be surprised if there were others. That would be Carter’s style. She would use as many people as she thought necessary to corral him, and if it were simply about capturing and not killing, it would take more.

      When a fourth and then a fifth swordsman appeared, Fes was unsurprised.

      Including Carter, they all shared a similar style, and they all shared a similar posture in the way they held the sword, twisting it in a controlled fashion, their fighting style compact, much like Carter was.

      It was almost enough for Fes to put down his sword and go with them quietly. For that much money, he was curious what would happen to him, but for that much money, he wanted to be in control of who acquired what amounted to a windfall.

      It certainly wouldn’t be Carter.

      Fes focused on the Deshazl part of him, thinking about the dragon and what he had felt when he had been there, trying to connect to the creature, and as he did, he pulled from deep within him, drawing that Deshazl sense. It built and he raised his sword up, letting that power explode out from him.

      His strange movement had given Carter pause. Fes took advantage of that and the explosion of his Deshazl magic threw back her swordsmen.

      Carter somehow remained unmoved. “You have learned more than a few new tricks.”

      “You know me. I never want to stop learning.”

      Carter smiled. “And you know me. Never unprepared.”

      Power began to build, the kind of power that Fes associated with fire magic.

      Could Carter feel it?

      Worse, what if she were she responsible for it?

      If so, then Fes might not be able to get out of here. If she had somehow hired a fire mage to work with her, then she was even more dangerous than he realized.

      One of the swordsmen with Carter was thrown back, slamming into a building.

      No. The fire mage wasn’t working for Carter, but against her.

      Carter glanced over.

      “It seems that I’m not unprepared, either.”

      Another spell exploded and one more of the swordsmen went flying.

      It was Jayell, Fes was certain of it. She and the others must have arrived, but if they had, he hoped that Nick and Sarah weren’t foolish enough to throw themselves into this fight against these other swordmasters.

      “A fire mage?” Carter asked.

      Fes shrugged. “I made some friends.”

      “You?”

      “What can I say,” he said.

      “You only cared about yourself. When have you ever wanted to make friends?”

      “I seem to recall you using one of my friendships.”

      “That was a child.”

      “And that child was my friend.”

      Another spell exploded along the street. It threw back another of Carter’s swordmasters.

      “How many more do you want to deal with?”

      Carter made a single motion with her hand and the others scurried off, disappearing down the street. Carter stood, smirking at Fes. “You might have managed to get past me this time, Fezarn, but know this. I will earn that prize. You will be handed over, and the two thousand gold—or possibly more by the time I manage to bring you in—will be mine.”

      Another spell continued to build, and it slammed toward Carter. She danced back, almost as if anticipating the effect of the spell, managing to evade the attack before disappearing along the street.

      Fes looked around, half expecting the rest of Carter’s swordmasters to get up and chase after her, but they didn’t. They remained motionless on the street.

      Had the spell killed them?

      That didn’t strike him as something that Jayell would have done.

      Another spell built, and this was incredibly powerful.

      Fes frowned. He had experienced Jayell’s magic frequently enough that he knew what she was capable of. This kind of spell seemed beyond even her—unless she had needed to draw upon more magic than she usually did in order to get Fes to safety.

      Something about the spell felt off.

      Fes swept his sword up, preparing for anything. He didn’t think that he was in any more danger, but if the price on his head was that high, then it was possible that others would come after him. He wouldn’t put it past someone to think to engage the fire mages in order to capture him, though if Elorayne heard about what they did, he suspected she would be angry. The third degree fire mage had allowed him to leave, and she understood just what was at stake.

      The spell built and built. Fes’s skin felt as if it were tightening, and he resisted the urge to swipe through it with the dragonglass blade, not knowing whether Jayell was performing some protective spell. If she was, he might disrupt what she was doing and waste the energy of the dragon relic that she used.

      Instead, he stood with the sword outstretched, prepared for the possibility of anything.

      No one moved on the street around him.

      That wasn’t surprising. Considering the fact that Carter had attacked, anyone within the nearby blocks would have avoided the fight. He had seen that behavior often enough to know that the people of the city were street smart enough to steer clear of any potential confrontation that might draw them in.

      He was tempted to run, but he no longer feared fire magic as he once did.

      The more the spell built, the more Fes was certain that it was not—and could not—be Jayell. While she was talented, and her skill had improved in the time that she had remained with the fire mages, time that Fes had thought her captive, she wasn’t this talented. Not yet. Perhaps in time she would develop skill like this, but what he detected now was power that was much more than any first degree fire mage would be able to manipulate. It rivaled what he had felt from Elorayne, and she was by far the most powerful fire mage he had ever encountered.

      For a fleeting moment, he wondered if the emperor himself had come, but the emperor was not known to ever leave the palace.

      That left only a few possibilities.

      Fes swiped his dragonglass sword through the spell. There was resistance, and it forced him to infuse his blade with traces of his Deshazl magic, something that he might not have been able to control even a few months ago. Time spent using his Deshazl magic, time spent learning from Arudis, had made him far more competent with his Deshazl connection.

      Slowly, more slowly than Fes had anticipated, the spell began to part, slipping to either side of his blade.

      As it parted, there came a strange sizzling to the air, energy that came from the dissipation of the fire magic that had called the spell into existence in the first place. It was almost as if Fes could feel the spell groaning against the effort that he put into carving through it. It was almost as if Fes could feel the magic itself disappearing.

      “You can reveal yourself, Azithan.”

      Fes wasn’t certain that he was right, but there weren’t that many people who had the level of skill and magic that he detected, and Azithan was one of the few.

      It had been a long time since he had seen Azithan. Even when he had returned to the city for his vengeance against Alison, he hadn’t attempted to find Azithan. Why would he? For all he knew, Azithan could be serving the Damhur. They had fire mages among them, powerful fire mages at that. And now he had come back in order to find Azithan.

      He took a careful breath, holding his sword ready.

      Another spell began to build, though this one had less energy. Had he weakened the fire mage, or was this something else?

      Footsteps sounded off the cobbles and a figure appeared.

      Azithan smiled at him. He held his hands out in front of him, a glowing ball of blue cupped between them.

      “Fezarn. It is good to see you again.”

      With that, Azithan released the ball of fire, throwing it toward Fes.
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      The explosion nearly crashed into him. Fes rolled off to the side, barely avoiding the effect of the attack.

      He glared at Azithan, jumping to his feet, already prepared for the next attack, and as he spun, he realized that lying motionless on the ground were three people dressed in the same dark cloak that he had seen on the man in Tracen’s shop.

      Another spell built and Fes jerked his head around to look at Azithan. Small balls of fire hovered above each hand and Fes frowned.

      “That attack wasn’t for me?”

      Azithan frowned at him. “For you? Fezarn, why would I attack you?”

      “I don’t know, maybe because you think I’m part of the rebellion? Maybe because you serve the Damhur? Maybe because—”

      Azithan released one of the fireballs. It streaked along the street, slamming into another person who was making their way toward them.

      Azithan shot Fes a hard look. “You have learned much, yet you still have quite a bit to understand.”

      “Then help me understand,” Fes said. “If you aren’t here to grab me—”

      “Oh, I am here to grab you, but it’s not quite what you believe.”

      “What is it?”

      “Now and here is not the place for us to have this conversation,” Azithan said.

      Another fireball exploded from his hand, streaking along the street.

      “Then where? The palace?”

      Azithan shook his head. “The palace is more unsafe than it should be. I have tried to protect it, but even there I am limited.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Like I said, not here,” Azithan said.

      “I need your help. That’s why I came back.”

      Another explosion streaked from his hands. It shot all the way down the street. Fes spun to watch the fireball as it streaked away, marveling at the precise control Azithan had. Fes had been around quite a few fire mages recently, and there weren’t many who had the type of control that he now saw from Azithan. Those who did were content to remain in the fire mage temple.

      “We can’t talk here.”

      “There’s a place that we could go,” Fes said. He guided Azithan along the street, heading back toward Tracen’s shop. If nothing else, having Azithan with him might allow him to heal Tracen, if Azithan had the necessary skill.

      Every so often, Azithan would pause and a spell would build before he would send another explosion along the street. Each time, Azithan would nod to himself and then motion for Fes to continue onward. It was odd, and Fes wondered what it was that Azithan was targeting. Whoever was out there worried Azithan enough that he was willing to risk openly using his fire magic.

      Eventually, they came to Tracen’s shop. He tested the door and was pleased to find it locked. He pounded on the door. “Open up. It’s Fes.”

      “Are you alone?”

      “I’m not alone, but Celine…”

      She twisted the lock and when she pulled the door open, she glanced from Fes to Azithan, her eyes going wide. She started to slam the door closed, but Azithan used a spell to drive the door open. He strode into the room, calmly stepping across the threshold and into Tracen’s shop.

      Fes followed, closing the door behind him. He watched Azithan, prepared to attack if necessary. He no longer knew what to trust and certainly didn’t know whether he could trust Azithan. There was a time when he thought that he could, but that had been long enough ago that he was no longer certain.

      Azithan noticed Tracen lying on the ground and hurried over to him, pulling apart the bandages that Michael had wrapped. Blood began to seep from the wound, and Azithan clenched his jaw, staring at the injury for a long moment.

      “How long ago was this?”

      “It was recent,” Fes said.

      “How long?” Azithan snapped.

      “No more than an hour,” Fes said.

      It might have even been less, but he had lost track of time while fighting Carter. The fight could have been moments or it could have been much longer.

      Azithan cupped his hands on either side of Tracen’s chest and a spell began to build. It was slow, but it built with increasing energy, and small swirls of color began to form between Azithan’s hands, slowly beginning to intertwine, forming something that looked like a web. Slowly, Azithan began to lower his hands down on either side of Tracen, and that web pulled through the blacksmith.

      Fes held his breath, worried that whatever it was Azithan was doing would kill Tracen, but as he watched, the blackness to the flesh on either side of the wound began to ease and the skin began to knit back together. It was an incredible thing to witness. He had never seen magic quite that delicately employed. Every time that he had seen fire mages use magic, it had always seemed to have been powerful, but more explosive than anything else. This was delicate, and everything about it seemed controlled.

      When Azithan’s hands met the floor, he turned his palms back up and began to raise them once more, pulling them slowly. When they passed above Tracen’s chest, the faint blue filaments of color between his hands disappeared in a flash.

      Azithan sat back on his heels and took a breath. “That… was almost too much.”

      “What happened?”

      “Why was this man targeted?” Azithan asked, standing and clasping his hands together as he looked around the blacksmith shop.

      “I was hoping that you would be able to answer that,” Fes said.

      “And why would I be able to answer that?”

      “Who are those people that you were attacking?”

      “They were after the bounty, nothing more,” Azithan said.

      Fes shot Azithan a hard look. The fire mage wasn’t telling him something. “I doubt that.”

      “Bounty?” Celine asked.

      Fes shook his head. “Apparently, there’s quite the bounty on my head. An old friend of mine thought she would claim it, and I was waylaid when trying to find the others.”

      “How much?” Celine asked.

      Fes glanced over at her, shaking his head. “Enough to send five swordmasters after me.”

      Celine’s eyes widened slightly. Fes hesitated to tell her anything more. He didn’t think that any of the Deshazl would betray him, but it was possible that a prize like two thousand gold coins would be enough to compel even them. He might have been responsible for their rescue, but two thousand gold coins would buy safety anywhere they wanted to go. It was enough that Fes wouldn’t even be able to question their reasoning.

      They couldn’t know. None of them could learn what the price was on his head because if they did, he feared that any one of them would be tempted.

      Why couldn’t Jaken simply have removed the bounty like he had promised?

      “Are they with the Damhur?” Fes asked.

      Azithan looked around the blacksmith shop and pressed his hands out, forcing a fire magic barrier. It reached each of the walls of the blacksmith shop, stopping there. It was almost as physical a barrier as the wall themselves, and Fes marveled at the delicate nature that Azithan managed to hold, the control with which he pressed against each wall, conforming to the blacksmith shop. It was almost as if the barrier belonged there.

      “How have you learned about the Damhur?” Azithan asked.

      “Ask them,” Fes said, pointing to the other two.

      Azithan stared at Celine for a long moment before turning his attention to Michael. Another spell built, this one subtle, and it washed over both of them. They gasped before Celine reached for her sword.

      “Deshazl.”

      Fes nodded. “That’s right. The Damhur Called them, capturing them, and—”

      Azithan turned to him, smiling widely. “Let me guess, you rescued them?”

      “I did. Why?”

      Azithan shrugged. “I’m not surprised that you would. Fezarn, you have always had a much bigger heart than you have believed. You have always thought yourself independent, yet you searched for connections, even when there were none.”

      “Am I supposed to be impressed by your analysis of me? Besides, you told me that you serve… whatever it is you serve.” Azithan had freed him rather than handing him over to the empire, so he didn’t know whether Azithan could truly be trusted. “What was that about?”

      “There are forces inside of the palace that are untrustworthy.”

      “How do you know?”

      “You have seen it yourself, Fezarn.”

      “Elizabeth?”

      “She is but one example. They attempt to get close to the emperor, and I worry about the Damhur placing one of their people near him, for if they managed to do so, it would be incredibly dangerous. I can protect him only so much, and while the spells I have placed around the palace are potent and should be enough to keep him safe, it is entirely possible that they will maneuver around them.”

      “What are you talking about, Azithan?”

      “I suppose you wondered why I helped you leave the palace?”

      “I wasn’t going argue when you did.”

      “I’m with those who recognize the truth of the past, and so in that way, I am part of the rebellion. It was the rebellion that formed the empire, and it is the empire that has kept us safe from the Damhur.”

      “The war has been over,” Fes said. He glanced at Celine and Michael, but neither spoke. They watched Azithan, and he could see the uncertainty on their faces. Azithan was a powerful fire mage, and they—like Fes—had been trained to respect the fire mages. For his part, Fes did respect Azithan, knowing that he was not only an incredibly powerful fire mage, but he had been helpful to Fes. It left him conflicted about what he should do.

      “The war has never been over. Not really. The Damhur would like to continue to fight, and it’s only through our continued resolve that we have managed to keep them from our shores.”

      “By resolve, I presume you mean the fire mages.”

      “That is but a part.”

      “Why do you worry about the emperor?”

      Azithan frowned. “Are you expecting someone else?”

      Fes looked toward the door. Could Jayell and the others have returned? If they had, Azithan’s spell might prevent them from entering the shop, which wasn’t what Fes wanted. He didn’t want to keep them out. He wanted to let them come in so he could figure out if they had seen or learned anything from the man they had followed.

      “There were three others with us,” he said.

      “For someone who has always traveled alone, you have come with much more company than I expected of you.” Azithan went to the door and pressed his hand on it. “There is a woman and two others.” Another spell built, this one with more power and less subtlety than the one he had used on Celine and Michael, but there was something about the spell that was similar. It pushed through the barrier Azithan had erected, and as it did, it flowed outward. “Two more Deshazl.”

      Azithan tapped the door and pulled it open.

      When he did, he gasped.

      Azithan staggered back, a knife in his belly.

      Fes leaped forward, unsheathing his sword, and saw Jayell, Sarah, and Nick surrounded by five dark-cloaked men.

      Azithan didn’t move.

      Nick watched Fes with wide eyes and Jayell remained motionless, her entire body stiff, but he could feel the spell building from her.

      Would she be powerful enough?

      Even if she wasn’t, Fes wasn’t about to let these five slaughter his friends. There was something that he could do, wasn’t there?

      He focused on everything within him, the Deshazl rage, and let it boil within him.

      “Interesting. She wasn’t lying,” one of the men said. He had pale flesh and his hair was blond, reminding Fes of the Damhur woman.

      Yet, Nick and Sarah didn’t appear to be Called. They didn’t have the glassy-eyed expression that he had often associated with someone who had succumbed to a Calling. They looked as if they were aware of what had happened but were helpless to do anything about it.

      “This is the one?” one of the others said.

      “This is the one the mercenary thought to attack. She believed him valuable. It’s possible that he is, especially with this one here.” He pointed at Azithan, the blade sticking from his belly.

      Azithan was an incredibly powerful fire mage, so for him to succumb to an attack like that shocked Fes. How had he been aware of Jayell and the two Deshazl but not aware of the five men out on the street?

      “Set down your weapon,” the lead man said.

      Fes continued to hold onto his connection to his Deshazl magic. He wanted to be ready, but didn’t know whether there was anything that he would be able to do. He had seen Azithan using fire magic against them, so they either had no way of defending against that magic or they had simply been unprepared for what Azithan had done to them. Either way, Fes couldn’t set down his sword.

      “If I set my sword down, you’re going to slaughter us.”

      “If you don’t, you will find exactly what we might do. I would take my time with them. I would peel their skin away from their faces, forcing you to watch. Would you rather see them tormented, or would you rather them have a clean death?” The man looked at Jayell and traced a finger along her cheek, a dark smile coming to his pale face.

      Fes squeezed the sword. There was one thing that he could do, but he would need to be quick about it and he would need for Jayell to know what he intended. Was it possible for her to recognize that without some way of communicating beforehand?

      He locked eyes with her. As he did, he nodded.

      Her fire magic bloomed, creating a shield around herself, Nick, and Sarah.

      Fes pushed out with everything that he could, sending every ounce of energy, every bit of him that was Deshazl, out.

      It slammed into the men, sending them flying.

      Jayell’s spell held, keeping them in place.

      Fes leaped over them and reached the nearest of the fallen men. He stabbed him in the chest, not giving him a chance to react. He spun, looking for the one who had promised to peel away the flesh of his friends, and found him crouched near a building, and Fes swept his sword through his neck, cutting his head clean off. He looked for the others, but Nick and Sarah got there before him, cutting them down without mercy.

      When it was done, Fes shook. Exhaustion overtook him.

      “Jayell?”

      She raced over to him, slipping an arm under his waist, and dragged him back.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “We followed him like you suggested,” she started, guiding him into Tracen’s shop. “He must have seen us, and they came after us. They’re powerful, Fes.”

      Fes looked down at Azithan’s body, lying motionless on the floor. “Azithan worried about them, too.”

      When they were inside the shop, he nodded to Nick, who locked and then barred the door.

      “Is there anything you can do for him?” he asked Jayell.

      “I’m not very skilled with healing magic, Fes. That’s a more difficult technique. Typically it’s not until we reach the second degree that we begin to really study the healing side of the fire magic.”

      “Do you know anything of it? Have you seen a spell used before that you can try?”

      Jayell looked down at the knife sticking out of Azithan’s stomach. “It’s just a belly wound, Fes. That shouldn’t be fatal. We can bring it into a healer. You don’t need me to attempt using a potentially dangerous spell on him. What if it goes awry?”

      Fes started to crouch down next to Azithan, but his knees gave out and he fell to the floor. He was exhausted, the effort of using his Deshazl abilities several times almost more than he could manage. He had used quite a bit when he had used it to escape from Carter, but he had not held back while using it against these men. He hadn’t known whether he could. If he had attempted to refrain from unleashing everything that he could, he ran the risk of one of them getting back to their feet, and he didn’t know what abilities they might have.

      It had been more than that, and Fes knew it. As much as he might want to believe that he had some desire to simply try to help his friends get free, the men had angered him. The comment about tearing the flesh from their faces had upset him as much as anything had, especially the idea of it happening to Jayell.

      He needed to be careful.

      He pulled back the robe, shifting it away from the knife, and plucked it out of Azithan’s stomach. He ripped the fabric of the fire mage’s robe, revealing his belly. Much like Tracen’s wound, this one had blackened edges. Something about it told Fes that Azithan wouldn’t recover without some attempt at healing. Azithan had worried about how long Tracen had been injured, and there had to be something to that which mattered.

      “You have to try,” Fes said. “Azithan has answers, and I need those answers.”

      Jayell looked over at him and nodded. “I have only seen healing magic used a few times, and if this is a significant wound, it might be more than what I can do. If it doesn’t work…”

      “If it doesn’t work, at least we will have tried.”

      She placed her hands on either side of Azithan’s chest. Much like what Azithan had done, faint streamers of color streaked from her hands. It was not something he’d ever seen Jayell do before, at least not with this type of complexity. She was a skilled fire mage, and he didn’t doubt that she would eventually begin to learn how to use healing magic, and he had to hope that she was strong enough to help Azithan.

      He needed to know more about these attackers. They reminded him of the Damhur, but they weren’t quite the same. If they were like the Damhur, would they be able to Call the Deshazl?

      That worried him, but not as much as he worried about why Azithan had feared for the emperor’s safety.

      There was something to that which Fes thought he needed to know.

      The tendrils of color weaved together between Jayell’s hands. They were a more tenuous connection than what Azithan had done, but she held them, the effort on her face clear in the way that she clenched her jaw, and slowly—more slowly than she did anything else—she lowered her hands down, driving them through Azithan’s chest. She swept her hands from his chest down toward his stomach, toward the injury. She moved slowly and her arms began to tremble, though her hands remained stable. Somehow, Jayell managed to keep her hands from shaking as much as the rest of her did. Sweat beaded on her brow.

      When her hands reached the injury, she held them there for long moments, her fingers twisted, almost as if she were working through something like a weave, and then she lowered them, much the way Azithan had done, turning them quickly, bringing them back up and out. Even before her hands had reached the surface of his skin, the effect of her magic flickered out.

      Jayell sagged backward, falling onto her backside. “That is as much as I can do,” she said.

      Fes looked at the wound. It hadn’t knitted together nearly as neatly as the one that Azithan done with Tracen, but the blackened edges had disappeared, leaving the flesh pink and puffy.

      It oozed blood and Michael hurried forward, setting a bandage on the surface of the skin, quickly wrapping it around the fire mage. He glanced up at Fes, shrugging. “Maybe a mixture of magical and traditional healing will be enough,” Michael said.

      Fes sighed. He felt nearly as exhausted as Jayell looked. “Is Tracen—”

      “Tracen will be fine,” he heard his friend say.

      Fes twisted, seeing Tracen sitting up. He rubbed his chest where the knife had pierced it, looking down and marveling at the fact that his skin was unharmed.

      “How?” Tracen asked.

      “I got you help,” Fes said.

      “I see that, but how?”

      “Azithan is a fire mage, and apparently fire mages can completely heal a stab wound to the chest.”

      “It wasn’t into the heart,” Michael said.

      Fes looked over at Tracen. “Did you hear that? It wasn’t into the heart.”

      Tracen frowned. “I don’t even know what happened. I went back to my back room, searching for something that he asked about, and…” He closed his eyes and a grimace squeezed his mouth tight.

      “Who was he?” Fes asked.

      “He came in about a week ago for a commission and I told him that I didn’t have time for what he wanted then, but that he could try me back later.”

      “What kind of commission?” Fes frowned and looked up at Michael and Celine. “We should have moved the bodies out of the street.”

      They nodded and pulled the door open, grabbing Nick and heading out. While they were gone, Fes stared at the door, worried that more of those dark-cloaked attackers would return. He wasn’t strong enough to fight, not for a while. He needed to rest, and any thought that he might simply have come here for an old friend, thinking to ask for help finding a place and means to sleep, had disappeared. If Azithan recovered, he might be able to help them, but Fes wasn’t certain whether Azithan would even come around.

      “Tracen?”

      He looked over at his friend. “It wasn’t a weapon, or anything like that,” Tracen said.

      “What was it?”

      “I’ve told you how I started making totems?”

      Fes nodded. “You gave me one of them.”

      “They’ve become valued. There aren’t many who make them out of metal, and so mine have attracted attention.”

      “Apparently, the wrong kind of attention.”

      Tracen shook his head. “I didn’t expect anything like that. When he came back, he wanted to hire me to make a dozen of them. He said he needed to see an example of my work before he could justify spending and I offered to grab him one so that I could show him what I could do.”

      “Let me guess, he followed you to the back of your shop, where you were going for your totems.”

      Tracen nodded. “They’ve been selling for more and more, and I haven’t liked keeping them out in the front of the shop. Most of the ones I’ve made have been commissioned, so I haven’t needed to display them.”

      If that were the case, then the men might be carrying the totems they had stolen.

      But why would they have stolen them?

      He understood what made Indra’s totems valuable. With her dragon blessing, she could animate them and they became something more than simply a sculpture. As far as Fes knew, Tracen couldn’t do that.

      “Who has bought the totems that you’ve made?”

      “Most of them go to people within the palace. They pay well, Fes, so I haven’t questioned. It’s good work, and to be honest, it’s more rewarding than simply hammering out another sword or knife. At least with these, I feel as if I’m putting something of myself in them.”

      Putting something of himself. That was what troubled Fes. He stared at his friend, studying him for a long moment. What did he know about Tracen?

      Much like Fes, he had not grown up in the city. He had come here, brought by an uncle to apprentice, but Fes didn’t know much more than that. Tracen didn’t like to talk about it, and there had been no reason for him to do so.

      “What do you remember of your home?”

      “What?”

      “Your homeland. What do you remember of it?”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      Fes looked at Tracen, wondering if the dark hair and the deep-colored eyes, eyes that were nearly black, meant that he was from Toulen. Could it be possible that his friend had a dragon blessing?

      And if he did, what did it mean that he was making totems?

      The one person who might be able to answer was lying motionless on the ground.

      “Fes?”

      Fes looked over at Tracen. “We need Azithan to come around. Then, I think, we can both get answers.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Fes crept around the outside of Tracen’s shop. He had rested long enough that he no longer felt exhausted to the point where he thought he might collapse, but he still didn’t feel well. He had used his Deshazl magic before and had never felt quite this wiped after doing so. The fact that he did today troubled him. Then again, had he not used it, he doubted that he would’ve escaped from the strange man who had attacked.

      There was no movement around the outside of the shop. Fes didn’t expect there to be. They had enough of the Deshazl keeping an eye on the streets that there shouldn’t have been any movement without gaining attention, but he wasn’t sure whether Carter would return. He was almost as concerned about her coming then he was about any of the other strangely dark-cloaked men.

      “Do you see anything?” Jayell asked.

      “There’s nothing,” Fes said. “I don’t see anything. I don’t detect anything. And”—Fes closed his eyes, focusing on not only the fire magic, but on the connection to the Deshazl, trying to see whether or not he could pick up on that sense of them—“as far as I can tell, we’re alone.”

      “I don’t know that it’s safe for us to remain in the city,” she said.

      “I know,” Fes said.

      They had come to the city thinking that they would find answers, possibly search for allies when it came to confronting the Damhur, but he hadn’t expected such difficulty. There was more taking place in the city than he understood. It wasn’t that he wanted to be a part of any attack on the emperor. But if Azithan was right about what he had been doing, if he was right about the way in which he helped prevent any dangers from reaching the emperor, then there was something much more than what he and the others needed to worry about taking place. It was more than about the Damhur.

      Azithan still had not come around. His wounds no longer seemed quite as dark and cold, but he wasn’t awake, and Fes wasn’t sure if he would awaken. It was possible that what had happened to him was enough that he would not come back from it.

      He stood, making his way to the end of the alley, and reached the street. He peered out, looking for signs of movement. People made their way along the street, the violence of only a few hours previously nothing more than a memory. It hadn’t taken long for normalcy to return.

      It was that way in the capital. Anytime there was an attack, people would avoid the areas where they had taken place before returning, ignoring the fact that someone had been injured or died in the very spot they might be standing. Most seemed almost as if they tried to ignore what had happened, though Fes couldn’t blame them. There were enough attacks and enough violence in the city that if you really stopped to think about it, a person might never be willing to leave their home.

      “You didn’t have to come out here yourself,” Jayell said.

      “But I did,” he said.

      “It’s been hours. If they were going to return—”

      Fes looked up at her. “It’s not only them that I worry about. There are others who are interested in me. Others who might think that they can claim the price on my head.”

      She frowned. “I thought Jaken removed that bounty from you.”

      “So did I.”

      She glanced over at the blacksmith shop. “You haven’t told them.”

      Fes shook his head.

      “Are you worried that someone might betray you?”

      He met her eyes, holding her gaze. “It’s not easy for me to trust, Jayell.”

      “I know that you’ve been through quite a bit.”

      “More than I have ever wanted. And now I wonder whether Tracen might be more like my friend Indra than I realize.”

      “What if he is?”

      “Then it means those men were after his ability to create totems. It means that the totems he already has made might pose a danger.”

      “He would have to be close enough to animate them, wouldn’t he?”

      “I don’t know. He said that he feels as if he puts a part of himself into each creation, and if it’s anything like what Indra does, he likely does put a part of himself into each one. More than he likely realizes.”

      “What’s the likelihood that there would be another dragon blessed?”

      Fes shrugged. “I’m not really sure. I don’t know enough about the Toulen to know that answer.” They had a strange sort of magic that was different than the Deshazl, yet also different from that of the fire mages. How many different types of magic existed? Had Fes been asked only a few years ago, he would only know about fire mages.

      “I don’t know anything about the people of the old to be able to answer that.”

      “Indra might,” she said.

      “I’m not returning to Toulen to disrupt her life. She’s had enough torment already. Not only has she lost her father, but—”

      Jayell touched his arm and he turned to her. There was concern in her eyes. “Fes—”

      He sighed. “I need to take care of one task at a time. We need to figure out what’s happening here so that we can convince the empire that the Damhur remain a threat, and then…”

      And then what? What would he do after he managed to succeed at the other tasks? It was almost as if there was too much to do, and almost as if regardless of what he thought that he might be doing, he continued to be taken into different directions. None guaranteed the dragons’ safety, which was what he feared. Each strange attack meant that the dragons were in danger. Somehow, he had to prevent the Damhur from exerting their influence on the dragons.

      He looked along the street, seeing no movement other than what he would expect from people who were working or shopping. “We can go back,” he said.

      The inside of Tracen’s shop had a different feel to it. For one, they kept it locked, and the other Deshazl took turns standing guard by the door, practically anticipating another attack. It was unlikely that there would be another so openly, but everyone felt better with the idea of them holding their positions, prepared for the possibility.

      Tracen had moved most of his valuable items away from the front of the shop, stacking them on shelves near the back. He had been gracious about allowing them to overtake his shop, and had not even made any attempt to move Azithan. When they returned from outside, Fes found him with the knife resting on his anvil, scraping the surface of it with another knife.

      “What is it?” Fes asked, noticing the way that Tracen frowned deeply.

      “There’s something strange about the metal. I don’t know quite what it is.”

      “What’s strange about it?”

      Tracen glanced up. “The metal is stronger than any that I’ve ever used. I can’t even scratch it.”

      Fes pulled his dragonglass dagger out of its sheath and handed it to Tracen. “Try this.”

      “Are you sure you want to trust me with one of your daggers?”

      “My only remaining dagger,” Fes said.

      “What happened with the other?”

      Fes hesitated. “I lost it.”

      “Oh, Fes. I know how much that dagger meant to you.”

      Fes shrugged. “It’s only a dagger.”

      “I know that it’s more than just a dagger to you.” Tracen held his gaze for a moment before looking down, using the tip of Fes’s dragonglass dagger to scratch at the knife. Sparks streaked along the surface of the blade where he attempted to scratch. “I’ve never seen anything quite like that before.”

      “I have.”

      Fes reached for his dagger and unsheathed the dragonglass sword. He scraped the blades together, and the same sort of sparks appeared. “It’s dragonglass.”

      Tracen looked down at the blade before looking up at Fes. “This isn’t dragonglass. Dragonglass is smooth. Almost cold. This has an undercurrent of warmth through it.”

      Fes reached for the knife, letting it sit in the palm of his hand. He was hesitant to squeeze it too tightly, not wanting to risk cutting himself. He wasn’t sure whether Jayell would be able to heal him if he did. As Tracen had suggested, there was a hint of warmth to the blade. It wasn’t smooth, not the way that Fes’s dragonglass dagger was, and not nearly as smooth as the sword. There was almost a texture to it, making it rough, and as he ran his fingers along it, he could practically feel that texture, though when he stared at it, he couldn’t see it.

      “See? It doesn’t feel like dragonglass,” Tracen said.

      It didn’t feel like dragonglass, but the effect of it against dragonglass was the same as one against another. “I don’t have any answers. All I can say is that it seems like dragonglass.”

      “Maybe it’s something similar.”

      “How would they have something similar to dragonglass?” Celine had been watching them from the side, staring at the blade.

      “We don’t know much about dragonglass,” Tracen said. “It’s been around for as long as the empire, and most people believe that it is little more than a relic of a time when the dragon still lived, but more than that is not known. Some people claim that the dragons made it, breathing fire on stone to turn it to dragonglass, and some claim that it’s nothing more than a part of the dragon, similar to the bones that Fes collects.”

      Celine looked over at him and he shrugged. “That was my assignment. Azithan used me to find relics.”

      He studied the knife along with his dagger. There were enough differences that he could see them. Neither reminded him of dragon scales, which was the first thing that had come to mind when he had thought about what could have formed the dragonglass. The dragon had spikes along its back and its tail, but those were thick, nothing like this. And from what he’d seen of the dragon breathing fire, it was possible that it could turn stone into glass, but if that were the case, how was it formed in such perfect shapes?

      “I don’t think any of those answers are quite right,” Fes said.

      Tracen shrugged. “I don’t have the answers. All I can tell you is rumor, nothing more than that.”

      “Fes?”

      Fes turned to Jayell. She was crouching near Azithan, streamers of her spell stretching between her hands. She held them just over the top of Azithan’s stomach, running the spell up and down the surface of his skin. He would have smiled to himself in a different circumstance. It had taken significant coaxing to convince her to even try a healing, and now that she had, she seemed to have some knack for it.

      “He’s coming around,” she said.

      Fes set the knife back on the anvil, making sure to do so carefully, and sheathed his dagger before heading over to Jayell, who crouched with Azithan. As she said, his breathing had increased and he had opened his eyes.

      “Azithan?” Fes said.

      Azithan took a deep breath and rolled his head toward Fes, though it didn’t seem as if his eyes had any focus to them. “Fezarn. What happened?”

      “You took a knife to the belly.”

      Azithan’s hands went to his stomach and he fingered the skin. He stretched his hands apart and bluish lines stretched between them. He pressed back down through the surface of his stomach, the skin knitting back together. He took a deep breath and opened his eyes, clarity that hadn’t been there before returning.

      When he finally sat up, he looked at Jayell. “This was you?”

      She nodded quickly. “I did the best that I could. I—”

      Azithan took another deep breath, keeping his hands pressed on his stomach. Heat built from him, and it seemed as if he were using another spell, though Fes couldn’t see the effect of it. “You did better than most in your circumstance would have.”

      “Her circumstance? Azithan, she healed you. If she hadn’t, I don’t know what would’ve happened.”

      “I would’ve been dead,” Azithan said.

      He finished with whatever spell he was working and placed his hands around the fabric of his cloak, squeezing it together. Another spell burst from his hand and he removed his hands, revealing that he had somehow sealed the fabric back together.

      Fes might have been wrong about Azithan. He had thought that he was a powerful fire mage, but he might have been even more powerful than Fes had ever imagined. From the look on Jayell’s face, the wide-eyed expression with which she stared at Azithan, he suspected she felt the same way.

      “Who are you?”

      “Nothing more than a fire mage,” Azithan said.

      Jayell looked at Fes before turning her attention back to Azithan. She seemed to hesitate, but resolve struck her and she shook her head. “Fes, that’s not any sort of magic that I’ve ever seen from a fire mage. He shouldn’t be able to simply repair his clothing.”

      “It depends on the kind of clothing,” Azithan said. “When you develop your skill a little more, you will come to appreciate that there are types of clothing that are more advantageous for a fire mage to wear.”

      Azithan managed to stand, though he tottered for a moment. He looked around the shop, his gaze finally coming to settle on the anvil.

      Not the anvil, Fes realized. The knife sitting on top of the anvil.

      Azithan stalked over to it and grabbed the knife. He tore off a strip of fabric from his cloak and wrapped the knife carefully in it before sticking into his pocket.

      “Azithan?”

      “That is a dangerous weapon, Fezarn. It cannot be allowed to remain here, unprotected.”

      “Why? What is it?”

      “That is a specific type of knife that has caused heartbreak over centuries,” Azithan said.

      “That’s no answer.”

      “It’s all the answer that you’re going to get.” Azithan swept his gaze around the people collected in the room. “Why did you return to the city, Fezarn?”

      “I came for answers,” Fes said.

      “There are no answers, not for what you would like,” Azithan said.

      “I disagree. There have to be answers. You started to provide some, but then you stopped.”

      “I stopped because sharing more would be dangerous for you and others. I will take care of maintaining the safety of the city—and the emperor.”

      “That’s just it. Why is it up to you?”

      “It has always been up to me,” he said.

      Azithan started toward the door, as if intending to leave Fes behind.

      There was something that Azithan had said that troubled him. It stuck in his mind, and he knew that it was meaningful, though he wasn’t entirely sure why—or what, exactly, it meant. It was what Azithan had said about the emperor, and his need for protections. Why would the emperor need protections, especially if he was a fire mage?

      And why would the emperor need protections, especially if he was rumored to be one of the most powerful fire mages?

      The only reason that he would was because he either wasn’t as powerful as the rumors led him to be—and Fes could understand why such rumors would be spread—or he wasn’t a fire mage at all.

      “He’s not a fire mage, is he?” Fes said.

      Azithan paused with his hand on the door, considering Fes for a long moment. “You must be careful, Fezarn.”

      Fes shook his head. “That’s why you’re concerned about him. That’s why you need to keep him safe, or at least why you think that you need to keep him safe.” There was more to it, but what was it? Why would Azithan feel compelled to need to keep the emperor safe? It wasn’t as if the Dragon Guard couldn’t do the same thing. Why would the emperor need an incredibly powerful fire mage to keep him safe?

      That, as much as anything, seemed the question that Fes needed to answer.

      But the answer was obvious, especially as he began to think about it. There was a good reason for the emperor to need Azithan, a reason that would explain why a fire mage would need to be available to protect the emperor, but it was a reason that surprised Fes.

      He looked at the others in the blacksmith shop with him, watching their faces. All but Jayell were Deshazl, and all had similar features. Dark hair. Deeply colored eyes, and the connection to the ancient dragons.

      All shared the same danger from the Damhur. They could be Called, controlled by the Damhur, and if they weren’t careful, they would lose themselves, forced to serve at the leisure of the Damhur.

      And when Fes had been Called, a fire mage had protected him. It had taken a particularly powerful fire mage, but she had been able to keep him safe when a powerful Calling had attempted to draw him away.

      That was what Azithan feared.

      “Does he know?” he asked Azithan.

      “Fezarn.”

      Fes shook his head. “Does he know?”

      Azithan furrowed his brow as he glared at Fes. “He knows what he is, just as he knows the dangers inherent in it.”

      Jayell turned to Fes. “What is it? What are you talking about?”

      Fes looked at Azithan. “The emperor. He’s Deshazl.”
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      There was a part of Fes that didn’t want to go with Azithan, a part that feared what he had discovered, uncertain whether that knowledge would put him in danger, but he was in no more danger than he had been before. Already there was a price on his head, and that price was more than enough to compel plenty of people throughout the city to come after him. At least traveling with Azithan provided some protection.

      As they made their way through the streets, Azithan had been quiet, reserved. Fes didn’t blame him, though there was something about how quiet he was that troubled Fes. It was almost as if the attack had changed him.

      Maybe not the attack. The healing.

      Azithan would probably never say anything if it were true. He would keep to himself, preventing Fes or anyone from knowing whether he suffered in the aftermath, but he had to believe that there was some residual effect. As far as Fes could tell, Azithan had very nearly died, and that had to mean something, didn’t it?

      “Why would they attack you now?” Fes asked as they made their way through the streets. Azithan had only allowed Fes to bring Jayell with him. The rest of the Deshazl remained behind. Tracen had agreed to let them stay at his shop, and Fes had to believe that the attackers would be less inclined to move on them, especially with several skilled fighters. They might not be soldiers, but they weren’t helpless, either.

      “They shouldn’t have attacked now,” Azithan said.

      “Seeing as how they did, can you explain why you think they did?”

      Azithan breathed out heavily. One hand went to rest on his stomach, placing it overtop of where Fes suspected the knife had pierced him. “I suspect you drew them out,” he said.

      “Me?”

      “Perhaps not you, directly, but you motivated an attack.”

      “I didn’t do anything,” Fes said.

      “Carter came for you as soon as you returned to the city,” Azithan said.

      “It wasn’t the first time that happened,” Fes said. “When I returned before, she somehow knew.” Likely, she had people watching the typical roads into the city. There were only so many avenues to use, and it limited how he could enter, though, of course, Carter would have known that. He suspected that she had the streets monitored, which was probably how she had known he came both times. “When I was here the last time, I thought that Jaken was going to remove the bounty.”

      “The bounty Jaken could remove isn’t the only bounty on you.”

      “What?”

      Azithan shrugged. “Unfortunately, you have drawn the attention of some very wealthy individuals, Fezarn. It’s not safe for you to remain in the capital, at least not openly. That’s the reason that Carter has been willing to keep an eye out for you. It’s a significant prize.”

      Fes nodded. “She showed me.”

      “How much is he worth?” Jayell asked.

      Fes glanced over at her. “Do you intend to claim the prize?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t want it to go to waste,” she said.

      “Maybe you could turn me in and claim the two thousand gold coins, and—”

      “Two thousand gold?” She glanced from Fes to Azithan, her eyes wide. “That’s… that’s an amazing amount.”

      “And likely would never be paid,” Azithan said.

      “Carter would assume that she would get paid,” Fes said.

      “She might assume it, but with as much money as has been offered, it’s quite difficult for me to believe that she would successfully take home a prize like that. Even Carter has to know that it would be unlikely to be paid.”

      “You saw the people she’s hired to help her,” Fes said. “I mean, she has swordmasters!” And they weren’t the kind of swordmasters Fes had ever encountered before. He had seen men like Jaken, soldiers who were incredibly skilled with the sword, but the people Carter had hired were different. There was something else about the way they fought with the sword that lent them a type of dangerous grace. If they were Deshazl, he could imagine just how deadly they might be.

      “I doubt that’s the only reason Carter has hired her swordmasters,” Azithan said.

      They made their way through the streets, twisting through more of the nicer sections, steadily making their way toward the palace. Azithan had been clear that he wouldn’t share more about the emperor until they were safely inside, and though Fes knew that it was dangerous to go to the palace, curiosity had him interested. Azithan still hadn’t confirmed to Fes whether or not the emperor was Deshazl, though his lack of denial made it likely that Fes had been right.

      As they walked, Jayell kept a tight connection to her magic, holding onto a spell. It took Fes a moment to realize that she used her spell to wrap a barrier around both of them. It was a protective shell, and it should have been enough to prevent an attack from getting through, though he had seen that the Damhur had arrows that were able to penetrate fire magic shells. Would these strange attackers have something similar?

      Azithan took strange turns from time to time, veering away from the main part of the street, guiding them along what appeared to be side streets, some barely wide enough for the three of them to walk side by side. They were less populated, and it took Fes a moment to realize the reason Azithan had taken this way. He had done so in order to avoid the possibility of others realizing that they were there. It was easier to monitor activity on streets like this. They weren’t as busy, and most had only a few people on the streets themselves. It wasn’t enough to create trouble for them.

      “Azithan, what are you worried about?” Fes asked as they took another turn. This one guided them away from the palace, and it seemed almost as if each turn they made would take them farther and farther away from where Fes thought they were heading.

      “As I have told you, there are dangers in the city. If we aren’t careful, the dangers will see us before I want them to.”

      “What dangers are you concerned about?” Jayell asked. “You still haven’t told us who those men were.”

      “All you need to know about them is that they are dangerous,” Azithan said.

      “I gathered that from the fact that they managed to stab you in the belly with a knife,” Fes said.

      Azithan looked over, frowning.

      “That still doesn’t tell us much about who they are or why they were there.”

      “Indeed. The why they were there is the question, isn’t it?” Azithan said. “Much like why you are here.”

      Fes glanced at Jayell. “We need a dragon heart.”

      “Need?”

      “There’s danger that might be saved if we can use a dragon heart. Do you have one?”

      “Fezarn—”

      “Do you have one?”

      “If you would explain more, perhaps I could be of more help. Much like I could have been of more help had I known about your friend.” He eyed Fez knowingly.

      Fes shivered for a moment. Did Azithan know more about Tracen than Fes thought? Even he didn’t know much about what Tracen might be, only that he suspected there was more to it than simply a blacksmith.

      “They were after something that he’d made,” Fes said.

      “Your friend has gained something of a reputation in the city for creating sculptures,” Azithan said.

      Fes patted his pocket. He still had the totem that Tracen had made for him. It was small enough that he could carry it with him, and he had kept it as a reminder of his friendship, wanting to have it when he was away from the city.

      “He’s been making totems,” Fes said.

      “An interesting choice of words,” Azithan said.

      “Which part? That he was making them or calling them totems?”

      “Perhaps both. Elizabeth drew you away from the city for something similar.”

      “If you’re trying to find out whether or not I know about the abilities of certain people in Toulen, you don’t have to drag it out like this.”

      Azithan paused to study him for a moment. “Always so blunt. I think that I appreciate that fact about you almost as much as anything,” he said.

      “When has holding back ever made a difference?” Fes asked.

      Azithan smiled. “When, indeed? Your concern about your friend is valid.”

      Fes tensed. “What concern?”

      Azithan turned, guiding them down a narrow street. “You don’t hide your emotions all that well, Fezarn. It was evident from the moment I awoke that you were concerned about your friend. You have questions.”

      “Is he from Toulen?”

      “I don’t have the answer to that. I suspect your friend doesn’t have the answer, either. There isn’t a distinctive characteristic that the people of Toulen possess, nothing that would identify them in any particular way. But the fact that he seemed drawn to make these totems after learning of them is telling. It isn’t something that anyone would be able to do, certainly not the way that he managed to make them.” His gaze drifted down to Fes’s pocket.

      Could Azithan know that Fes had one of his totems?

      Would Azithan know that Fes had experience with other totems?

      It wouldn’t surprise him. Azithan likely knew how to identify what was rumor—and what was more than rumor. Did that mean that he knew about the dragon?

      Of course he would. The story of the dragon would have reached the capital, and not only the emperor, but Azithan would be interested in knowing more about that, if only to be better able to use that power, especially if they were attacked.

      “They were after the totem, and they took all of the totems that he’d made. There had to be a reason, and whether it had to do with the fact that they knew there was something about them or not—”

      “Oh, there is definitely something about the totems your friend makes.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because I have firsthand experience with dealing with them.”

      Fes frowned, looking over at Azithan and waiting for him to explain, but he didn’t. Instead, he simply stared at Fes for a long moment until Fes finally looked away, thinking that Azithan seemed to peer into his mind.

      Jayell grabbed his arm and Fes didn’t resist, no longer feeling quite as confident as he had before. They continued to meander, and though he didn’t distrust Azithan, he wasn’t entirely sure that he could trust him—and where he led them—either.

      The palace loomed into view, and once again they began to head toward it, now coming at it from a different angle that seemed almost as if it would bring them sweeping in from a direction that didn’t quite feel right. Fes had never approached from this direction, having always gone directly to the palace and allowed entry because of his connection to Azithan.

      When they reached the palace, Azithan guided them down a wide hall, past dozens and dozens of sculptures and statues, before leading them to a staircase at the far end. Fes had a distant memory of having been here before, though he had come at it from a different direction. Every so often, they would pass sculptures. Most were in the shape of dragons, some in terrifying postures while others had a gentler appearance about them. It took Fes a moment to realize that some of the sculptures they passed were made out of dragonglass.

      Why hadn’t he noticed that before?

      Servants moved along the halls, scurrying quickly and quietly. When they saw Azithan, they scurried out of the way quickly, as if afraid of what he might do to them. Maybe they were afraid of him. There was something about Azithan that was intimidating. So far, they hadn’t encountered any Dragon Guard, which surprised Fes. He would’ve expected to have seen some of them, especially now that they were within the palace. If anything, he wanted to see Jaken and maybe figure out what had happened to Alison.

      No. He didn’t want to know what happened to Alison. She would have gotten the punishment she deserved, especially after what she had done to him.

      Jayell turned to him. “Where do you think he’s leading us?”

      “He”—Azithan looked back at her, a deep frown etching his face—“is taking you where Fezarn would like to go. Fezarn wanted answers and made a request of me, and I am attempting to provide them to him.”

      “Which means you bring us to the emperor,” Fes said.

      Azithan looked around the hall and then nodded.

      They hurried along the corridors, stepping over marble, passing dozens of servants who disappeared at the sight of Azithan. In the distance, Fes saw Dragon Guards.

      The Dragon Guard were those who served the emperor the closest, and they would be the most effective soldiers. How much good would Fes be able to do if he had the Dragon Guard up against the Damhur? Would they be able to stop them? The Damhur wouldn’t be able to Call the Dragon Guard, at least not those of the Dragon Guard who were Deshazl, and as far as Fes knew, there weren’t many of the Dragon Guard who were. Jaken was Deshazl, but Fes suspected that he was the exception.

      When they reached the soldiers, Azithan waved his hand.

      One of the Dragon Guard eyed Fes and Jayell for a moment before stepping aside. It was almost enough to make Fes smile. The last time he’d come before the emperor, he had done so feeling less certain of himself. He had been summoned, forcibly brought to the palace by Jaken, primarily at the behest of Elizabeth because of what Fes had done while trying to complete a task for Azithan. It was that task that had introduced Fes to the golem and had changed his life as much as anything else had.

      When they stepped up to the door, Fes glanced back, meeting the lead Dragon Guard’s eyes. He couldn’t help himself. He knew that he shouldn’t taunt the man, that he was only doing his job, but Fes had enough experience with men like that to not want to take it easy on him.

      Jayell tapped him on the arm and he turned away, placing one hand on his dagger.

      Azithan knocked twice and then pushed out with a powerful spell filled with fire magic. What relic was he using to generate the type of magic that he did? There was an intricacy to the spell, and it seemed to swirl around him, flowing out from his hands and into the door before returning to the fire mage.

      Whatever spell he was using must have released something, for the door opened and Fes and Jayell stepped inside.

      It was a massive chamber, ornately decorated. The floor was entirely smooth, polished marble that gleamed from sunlight streaming in through two narrow, slitted windows. Gilded tables were scattered about the room, and several plush chairs were set next to them. More dragonglass sculptures were found throughout, almost all of them shaped like dragons.

      Surprisingly, this close to the dragonglass sculptures, Fes felt something of a reverberation, almost a connection to them. It reminded him of what he felt about his dagger, though it was different, too.

      “Fes?”

      He blinked and looked over at Jayell. She was looking past him, toward the back of the room, and he turned away from the sculpture he was staring at to see the emperor lounging on a chair. Two Dragon Guards were stationed on either side of him. Splayed on his lap was a book.

      “What is this, Azithan?” The emperor looked at Fes and then Jayell. “Why have you brought outsiders to me?”

      “I believe you have met Fezarn,” Azithan said, guiding Fes closer. “And this is his friend, fire mage Ianara.”

      Fes glanced over. He’d never known the name she’d gone by when serving in the fire mage temple. There was something flowing, almost musical about the name. He mouthed it back at her and she shook her head at him.

      “Ianara? I’ve heard that she has potential.”

      Azithan bowed his head slightly. “Elorayne tells us that she does. She was most disheartened to learn that she had abandoned her training to join the priests, and she was most pleased when she was returned.”

      “Indeed. Why have you come?”

      “There has been an attack in the city.”

      “The Dragon Guard can handle attacks in the city,” the emperor said.

      “Most of the time, they can, but this type of attack is different. This type of attack is one that required my intervention.”

      “That’s where you were?”

      Azithan bowed his head again. “I detected their presence and left the palace to ensure that there wasn’t any danger to you or to others in the city.”

      That was news to Fes. He had thought that perhaps Azithan had left the palace on his behalf, but it didn’t seem to be the case. Azithan had gone because of these strange attackers, and had known that they would be there. How had he known? He claimed to have detected them, but when they were in the city, approaching the shop, Azithan had seemed not able to detect them.

      “How many?”

      “Five, perhaps more.”

      “I assume that you took care of them, then?”

      Azithan shook his head. “Unfortunately, I was waylaid.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out the bundle, slowly unwrapping the knife, setting it on the floor in front of the emperor. The emperor’s gaze lowered to the knife and he stared at it for a long while, almost as if he wasn’t certain what to make of it. “This ended up in my belly.”

      The emperor’s eyes widened. He jerked his head up, looking at Azithan. “How is it that you live?” He stood, and the two Dragon Guard stepped in front of him, almost as if they suddenly feared that Azithan posed a threat.

      And maybe they believed that he did. They seemed to know more about these attackers than what Azithan had explained to Fes, and if they believed that Azithan would have died from a knife to the belly, they had to wonder how it was that he survived, and if he was alive, could it mean that he had been compromised?

      It would be the same question that Fes would’ve asked, were he in that situation.

      “Ianara is every bit as talented as we were led to believe,” Azithan said.

      The emperor’s gaze darted to Jayell. “That was you?”

      She licked her lips and nodded. “I did what I could. I haven’t had much training on healing, and so I wasn’t sure whether or not it would work, so when I did it—”

      The emperor raised his hand, silencing her. “You don’t need to explain. You did well, Ianara.”

      The guards stepped back off to either side and the emperor crouched down in front of the knife. He lifted it, cautious as he held it in the palm of his hand, and stared at it. “Such a deadly blade. And yet, it’s difficult to see it is anything other than beautiful. The dichotomy is strange.”

      “Deadly can be beautiful,” Azithan said.

      “How did you survive?” the emperor asked, holding the knife carefully as he turned from Fes to Azithan and finally to Jayell.

      “It seems that Fezarn has found allies,” Azithan said.

      The emperor frowned. “From what I understand, when he was here last, he was in the service of the rebellion.”

      “I was never in the—”

      The emperor raised his hand and Fes cut off immediately. There was something about that simple gesture that silenced him almost as much as if the emperor were to have shouted at him. The emperor conveyed power. Fes had noticed it when he first came before him, though then he had been frightened as much as anything. Now it was a different kind of power, and though there weren’t that many others with them, he still commanded the room.

      Fes regarded him for a long moment. He was dark-haired, and streaks of gray had begun to work within his hair. He had a square jaw and a muscular build despite the fact that he had to be fifteen years Fes’s senior. At one point, the emperor would’ve been an imposing man. He still was, Fes decided.

      None of that was the reason that he struck a chord with Fes. It seemed to be something else, though he wasn’t able to put a finger on why the emperor seemed so striking.

      Maybe it was the way he carried himself. Fes had been around confident individuals before—in his line of work, there were always people who were incredibly confident, sometimes to their detriment—but he didn’t think that was entirely it. There was something else about the emperor that struck him as impressive.

      “I know that you never were in the rebellion, much as I know that you never cared much for the empire.”

      Fes resisted the urge to object. There nothing untrue about what the emperor said. He had never cared much for the empire. He had wanted to remain as impartial as he could but despite that desire, there had been no way to do so. It was almost as if forces outside of himself had conspired to draw him in.

      He looked up at Azithan, wondering how much of everything that had happened to him had been by design. Azithan was clever, and though Fes had thought that he had outmaneuvered him, perhaps Azithan had simply allowed Fes to believe that. That was almost as believable as anything else.

      “And yet, despite the fact that you have never cared much for the empire, you have continued to serve the empire.”

      Fes was not about to argue with that. He had never truly intended to serve the empire.

      “And now you come before me, saving my advisor from an attack that should have killed not only him, but likely you and anyone with you. Tell me, Fezarn, how is it that you were—”

      Thunder rumbled, making the floor shake, cutting off the emperor.

      A spell exploded from Azithan, roaring along the length of the room, sweeping beyond the door. Fes didn’t need to know exactly what it was that Azithan did to appreciate the power that was involved.

      How could he have thought that Elorayne was the most powerful fire mage he’d ever met? She had been powerful, but Fes had seen how her power had waned the more that she used it. Azithan should be incredibly exhausted now, especially after everything that he’d done in order to simply survive, but despite that, he managed to still use power unlike any that Fes ever experienced before.

      “What was that?” the emperor asked.

      “I’m afraid that it seems as if our time is even more limited than we knew.”

      “Azithan?” the emperor asked.

      “Now is not the time to question,” Azithan said. He swept his hands in front of him and a spell erupted, creating a seal that seemed to circle the entirety of the room. Azithan looked over at Jayell. “Can you detect what it is that I did?”

      Jayell’s eyes widened. “Some of it. Not all of it. Some of what you did is beyond me.”

      “Not beyond you. Not if what I’ve seen is true. You are going to need to help, and it might require that you replicate that same spell. I need you to focus and see if you can detect what it is that I did and be prepared so that if the need arises, you can re-create it. Can you do that?”

      Jayell met Azithan’s eyes, her own wide, and she shook her head. “I don’t have any artifacts of enough power.”

      Azithan reached into the pocket of his cloak and pulled out an enormous dragon pearl, handing it over. “Use this if it’s necessary.”

      “Where are you going?” Fes asked.

      “I’m going to ensure that the attack doesn’t breach the walls of the palace.”

      Fes glanced over at the emperor. “You’re not going to stay with him?”

      “He is as protected here as I can make him. If they managed to reach him here, there won’t be anything that I can do that will keep him safe.”

      “I’m going with you,” Fes said.

      Azithan shook his head. “No, Fezarn. You are needed here.”

      “There isn’t anything that I can do here. If it’s like what you said, and if the attack reaches here, then there won’t be anything that I can do to protect him.”

      “That, Fezarn, is where you’re wrong. You managed to overpower them once. And I’m afraid that you might be called upon to do it again. Be prepared, and use everything it seems that you’ve learned in the time that we’ve been apart. Hopefully it won’t come to that, but I want you to be ready.”

      With that, Azithan strode out of the room, power building within him that was incredibly strong and complex, and Fes had to wonder if he would see him again.
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      Thunder rumbled again, this time closer. Fes wanted to move, wanted to go anywhere but where he was, but didn’t know if he would be allowed to leave. He might as well be a prisoner here, captured by the emperor, brought here by Azithan and his intent to keep the emperor safe.

      The emperor looked over at Fes, watching him. “Why does he believe that you are better equipped to protect me then he is?”

      Fes shook his head. “I don’t have any idea.”

      “What is it that you did to overpower the Asharn?”

      “I presume that is who the dark cloaks and pale-skinned people are?” Fes asked.

      The emperor nodded.

      “And what do they have to do with the Damhur?”

      The emperor glanced over at the two guards and motioned for them to leave. They stared at him for a moment before taking up position by the door, standing on either side of it. Fes didn’t know whether that would make them any safer, but it seemed as if the emperor wanted to have space to speak freely.

      “How is it that you know of the Damhur?”

      Fes didn’t know whether to be relieved that the emperor seemed to know about them or concerned that nothing was being done about the attacks along the edge of the empire. His inactivity had allowed the Damhur to continue to make gains, getting a foothold where they should not be allowed.

      “We faced them before,” Fes said.

      “I thought that you had only lived within the empire,” the emperor said.

      “I have.”

      “Then how is it that you know of the Damhur?”

      “You don’t know?” Fes stared at the emperor for a long moment, trying to determine whether it was some sort of joke or not, but the confused look on the emperor’s face told him that it likely was not. The emperor didn’t know.

      How was that possible?

      “The Damhur have been active in the empire,” Fes said.

      The emperor shook his head. “The Damhur haven’t been active here in hundreds of years. The last war pushed them away from our shores, and—”

      This time Fes cut off the emperor, raising his hand.

      “The last war may have pushed them away from the shores of the empire, but it did nothing to fully eliminate their threat. They have been moving along the borders, Calling people, dragging away those who are Deshazl.”

      He watched the emperor’s face as he said that last, uncertain whether or not the emperor would acknowledge his heritage. Did he know? It was possible that he didn’t, but it was just as possible that he knew and would say nothing. What would it matter if he did acknowledge it? It wasn’t as if there was anything that changed. The only thing that changed was the rumors that the emperor was a powerful fire mage. Perhaps he used that illusion to control the other fire mages, or perhaps it was simply to prevent the Damhur from attempting to Call him.

      It would be a dangerous gambit if true, and just the kind of thing that he imagined Azithan doing.

      “The Deshazl should have been safe,” the emperor whispered.

      “Why do you say that?”

      The emperor sighed and stared at the door. Every so often, there came a rumbling from the other side of the room, and just as often, it came from somewhere deep within the palace. How much longer would it be before whoever caused the rumbling reached the emperor’s quarters?

      “Many things happened after the last war. Much of it out of necessity.”

      “Such as letting the people believe that the dragons were destroyed because they were a danger?”

      The emperor met his eyes for a moment before nodding slowly. “Only a few know that. The Priests of the Flame have long preached the truth, and we have held out that they were wrong. It serves several purposes, not the least that were the dragons to return, it would mean that the empire was in danger.”

      Did the emperor not know that a dragon had returned?

      How was it possible that he did not? It wasn’t as if dragons were easy to conceal.

      Unless… Azithan had kept it from him.

      From what Fes had seen, the emperor was insulated from the outside world, and if he was Deshazl, it was done out of necessity, out of a fear that he would somehow be Called and controlled, changing the empire into something else, tilting it in the favor of the Damhur.

      “That was one such necessity. The dragons posed a danger to everyone at that time, especially when they were controlled by the Damhur. The Deshazl at that time discovered the connection to those who would become the fire mages, and they were able to use that connection and the power of the dragon relics to push back the Damhur. Were it not for them, the war would have lingered, and it might have a very different outcome.”

      “The Damhur left us alone for centuries,” Jayell said.

      “They did. They fear our fire mages. It’s the one thing they cannot control.”

      “From what I have seen, the Damhur have something similar.”

      “The fire mages originally came from the Damhur,” the emperor said.

      He said it so offhandedly that it took a moment for the statement to register with Fes.

      “The fire mages originated with the Damhur?”

      The emperor nodded. “That is where they originally came from. Much like these lands were originally populated by the Deshazl. Those who opposed what the Damhur were doing came to these lands and helped the Deshazl fight. The difference is that the fire mages of the empire have maintained access to dragon relics whereas the Damhur have not. We have made certain to restrict access to them, searching throughout the empire and beyond, trying to claim as many relics as we can, wanting to eliminate any potential of a threat. With each relic we claim, the Damhur are weakened, not only because it’s one less relic they can get their hands on, but because it means that we have even more potential to oppose them.”

      “The fire mage temple is designed to oppose the Damhur,” Fes said. It seemed impossible to believe, but the explanation made a certain sort of sense, especially with everything that he had learned.

      Another explosion rumbled, this time deep beneath them. The emperor looked up, meeting Fes’s eyes before glancing over at the door.

      “And the Asharn?” Fes asked.

      The emperor stared for a long moment before blinking and turning toward Fes. “They are a new threat. We have known about the Damhur for a long time, but the Asharn pose a different sort of danger. They have some deadly magic that allows them to kill, destroying even our fire mages. It takes very little for them to do so, and as much as we try to fight, wanting to fend them off, we are limited. I can’t risk the fire mages going against the Asharn, not with what they can do to them.”

      “Where did they come from?” Jayell asked.

      The emperor shook his head. “We have not learned. I have sent some of my best to learn but few have returned, and those who do have discovered nothing.”

      The door rattled, an explosion shaking it. The guards both unsheathed their swords, standing at the ready. Both carried steel blades, neither of them Deshazl. Was that intentional or not?

      Then again, Jaken had risen high within the Dragon Guard, and he was Deshazl. Did they know the dangers of having the Deshazl here? Did they know what potentially could happen with the Deshazl?

      “Is there another way out of here?” Fes asked.

      The emperor looked at him. “Why?”

      Fes nodded at the door. It rattled again, and there was a strange, steady buildup of pressure, almost a bulging that seemed to push against the spell that Azithan had placed. Jayell had said nothing, which meant that she likely didn’t detect the same thing that Fes did, something that wasn’t entirely unexpected. It took considerable magic for the fire mages to determine what another fire mage was doing. Jayell likely had the mindset that she needed to conserve her magic, though he did detect her holding on to a slight buildup of power.

      “The spell that Azithan placed is going to fail,” Fes said. Jayell looked over at him, frowning as she did. Power built from her quickly and she sent it sweeping away, reaching out where it touched upon Azithan’s spell. She clenched her jaw and held her hands fixed in front of her. Power continued to flow from her, trying to barricade and support the spell that Azithan had placed, but Fes could feel how tenuous that was. It wouldn’t take long before both of their spells collapsed.

      When it did, whoever was on the other side of that door would enter, and not only would they be in danger, but it meant that there was the risk that the emperor might be Called.

      “Is there a way out?”

      “There is. It’s not known by anyone other than myself and Azithan…”

      “We can’t keep you safe if we stay here,” Fes said.

      “Azithan seemed to think that you could.”

      “If it’s just the Asharn, then perhaps I can,” Fes said. “But if it’s the Damhur…”

      “Why would you be worried about the Damhur?”

      “Are you Deshazl?”

      The emperor frowned for a moment, staring at Fes. “The emperors have always been fire mages.”

      Fes grunted. “If you’re a fire mage, then use a spell and demonstrate it.”

      The emperor stared at him. “As if you would know?”

      “He would know,” Jayell said.

      The emperor regarded Fes and then Jayell. “If you intend to keep me safe, I need for you to come with me,” he said and guided Fes from the room to a hidden doorway that was carved into the edge of the wall. He pressed on something and the door clicked open. Without hesitating, the emperor stepped inside, disappearing from view.

      Fes glanced over at Jayell and then back at the door. Every so often, there came a rattling, and each time it happened, there was a bulging of the spell Azithan had placed. It wouldn’t be long now before the spell collapsed entirely.

      “We need to go,” he said.

      “Fes…”

      He took her hand, guiding her toward the hidden doorway, then inside. Power began to build behind him and he hurriedly pushed the section of the stone wall back into place, sealing it with a click. As it closed, he felt another buildup of power, and there came a pulsating explosion, this time as the spell Azithan had been holding collapsed, crashing into the room.

      He looked around and saw they were in a narrow wall space. There was no light, but his eyesight had always been good in the dark, and he didn’t need much light to see. He realized that the passageway stretched in either direction, running just inside the walls.

      “Where are we?” Jayell asked.

      Fes shook his head. “Some sort of servant’s corridor, though I doubt it’s been used anytime recently.”

      A hand on his shoulder pushed him forward, and he glanced back to see the emperor walking behind him. He leaned close and whispered, “We closed off these passageways centuries ago. The knowledge of them was maintained only by the family of the emperor, as a way of providing an outlet, were it necessary. In all the time that I’ve known about them, I never imagined I would ever find a use for them.”

      “Be thankful that they’re here,” Fes said.

      “Where would you propose that we go?” The emperor asked.

      Somewhere nearby, he could feel the pressure of power building, and it was something completely different than fire magic. This was a spell of some sort, though nothing like any that Fes had ever experienced.

      “We have to get you out of the palace,” he said.

      “I can’t leave the palace.”

      “Because Azithan has told you not to?”

      The emperor breathed heavily behind him. “If I abandon the palace, then I am abandoning the empire.”

      Fes shook his head. “It’s not quite as simple as that. The palace isn’t the empire. The palace is simply a building. The empire is the people within and the ideals that you uphold.”

      He wasn’t entirely sure what ideals those were, but maybe it didn’t matter. Maybe none of it mattered, other than the fact that he believed more in the emperor and the empire than he believed in the Damhur and the Asharn.

      Another explosion rumbled and the emperor looked around, staring at a section of the wall. As he did, Fes realized that the emperor’s eyesight must be every bit as good in the dark as Fes’s was. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be able to see anything here.

      As much as anything, that helped him believe that the emperor was Deshazl, or if not pure Deshazl, at least he had enough of the Deshazl traits that he had some of their abilities. It was why he had to worry about the emperor being Called.

      “Come with me,” the emperor said, squeezing past Fes and Jayell and heading down the hall. Fes followed, and as they went, Jayell said nothing for a long time. They twisted through the halls, walls brushing up against his shoulders, nearly so close as to make it difficult to navigate. These might have once been servant passages, but they must not have been terribly useful.

      “Where can we take him that will be safe?” Jayell whispered as they went.

      “We have to get them out of the palace first. From there…”

      Fes didn’t know. It was possible that there wouldn’t be any place in the city that would be safe, but he needed to try and find something, didn’t he?

      The only thing that came to mind was somehow bringing the emperor to Arudis. She would have some way of helping. She would have to. Fes had faith in her ability to keep the emperor safe, and more than that, if he was Deshazl, Arudis might be able to teach him how to protect his mind, the same way that she had helped Fes learn to protect his.

      “He’s right,” she whispered.

      “He’s right about what?”

      “He’s right about the fact that he can’t leave the palace. If he goes, and if it’s learned that there is no emperor here, then what will happen? If these Asharn are willing to attack, and if the Damhur have already begun to reach the borders of the empire, it’s not going to be long before others think that the empire is weak enough to threaten. There is a treaty with Toulen and the empire, but what if they decide to attack? What about other places that we don’t even know?”

      “I don’t care about any of those places,” Fes said.

      “But you should. You care about the people here. You might say that you don’t, but everything that you do has shown that you care far more than you let on. Azithan was right in that.”

      He sighed. He didn’t want to care. Maybe that was the better answer. As much as he might have tried not to care, there was a part of him that felt compelled, that was drawn by everything that happened within the empire. He didn’t want the capital to be his home, but it had become one to him. Were it up to him, he would have been gone from here by now, having already disappeared, finding some island where he could run off and not fear for himself or those he cared about.

      And that was the thing, wasn’t it? He did care. He tried not to, much as Jayell said, and tried to remain aloof, isolated from others, but that had not really worked out. Every attempt to stay isolated had only brought him deeper into the inner workings of the empire.

      And everything that had happened seemed to have been coordinated.

      They reached a narrow stairway. The emperor waited for them before motioning for them to follow him down through the stairwell.

      Fes let Jayell go in front of him, and every few feet, he paused to listen. There were no sounds around him, reassuring him that the passageways were safe, at least for now. How much longer would that be the case?

      At the bottom of the stair, the emperor paused. There was another section of wall, this one smooth, and he rested his hand on it, his eyes blank.

      “Emperor?”

      “This is as far as the passageways will go,” the emperor said. “On the other side of this wall is the kitchens. If something has happened…”

      Fes pulled the emperor back and took his place. “Let me go first,” he said.

      “It won’t matter, will it?” the emperor asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      The emperor shook his head. “It won’t matter if there’s anything on the other side, will it? If they have already attacked the palace, it means that they’ve overrun our defenses. It means that they don’t fear the Dragon Guard. It means that the fire mages stationed throughout the palace were ineffective at stopping them.”

      Fes hadn’t known there were fire mages stationed throughout the palace, though wasn’t surprised. “I will see that you get out of here,” Fes said.

      “If they’ve overwhelmed the capital…”

      “Then we’ll just have to regroup,” Fes said.

      It surprised him that he would be the one to reassure the emperor. It should have been the other way, shouldn’t it? And yet, the emperor seemed to need Fes to reassure him, and seemed to need that comfort.

      “How do I trigger the door?”

      “Just push. You’ll hear a soft click, and it will slide away.”

      “Jayell?”

      She said nothing, but a bloom of her fire magic built behind him, enveloping him in a protective shield. If nothing else, they would step out with some preparation and he wouldn’t have to worry about the possibility of an attack striking him while he was completely unarmed. He held his dragonglass sword out in front of himself, ready for whatever it was that they might encounter but careful that he didn’t cut through the spell Jayell was holding.

      He pushed on the door.

      Everything within him was tense, everything within him ready for the possibility of an immediate attack, and he watched as the door slid open.

      When it did, he took a quick survey and lunged out, bringing the sword up.

      A cook near a counter gasped and a pot she was stirring on the counter tipped over, spilling the liquid all over the floor.

      Fes ignored it, surveying the inside of the kitchen, half expecting that they would be crashed upon, but there was no evidence of another threat. There was nothing.

      Even the steady rumbling seemed to have dissipated, though it could be that he was just far enough away that he wasn’t aware of it any longer. They had put some distance between the emperor’s rooms and where they were now, so it was entirely possible that they had bought themselves time.

      “Where to now?” Fes asked.

      “Now we—”

      The door to the kitchen slammed open with a clang and he heard a shout from the other end of the kitchen.

      Fes raced forward, Jayell and the emperor at his heels, and saw three dark-cloaked men, their skin pale and a sense of menace around them.

      Asharn.

      That was all that Fes knew about them. A name, and nothing more, but it was enough to fear them. Azithan feared them, so Fes knew that he could end—and should—do the same.

      One of the men reached for a knife and Fes didn’t give him a chance to pull it free or throw it at any of them. He unsheathed his dagger and flicked it, letting the blade turn end over end until it stuck into the man’s forehead.

      Fes lunged toward the other two and they stepped back, knives in both hands, forcing Fes to hesitate. He sent out a pulse of Deshazl power, not completely meaning to, but it threw them back. He darted forward, stabbing one man while sweeping his blade across the throat of the other.

      Both were down.

      Grabbing for his dagger, Fes glanced over at the emperor, double-checking that he was unharmed, and then looked over at Jayell. She watched him, nodding, and then they stepped out of the kitchen.

      The emperor hesitated as they stepped over the bodies, reaching the hallway outside the kitchen. “They shouldn’t have been able to reach us here.”

      “They shouldn’t have, but they did,” Fes said. “Now, if you don’t want to get caught, we need to keep moving.”

      The emperor simply stared. Fes worried that he might not come with him, and that if he didn’t, Fes would have to find some way of either forcing him or encouraging him to come along. He didn’t want to drag the emperor through the halls of the palace, knowing that if he were to try, he would likely draw the wrong kind of attention.

      “Come on,” he said, motioning to him.

      The emperor looked over at Fes and his eyes widened slightly.

      Fes turned to see three of the Asharn watching him. One of them had dark black hair, and his pale face curved into a smile. The cloak around his shoulders seemed to shimmer slightly, and Fes realized that it had something of the appearance of dragon scales.

      That couldn’t be coincidental, but then, it was the same issue that he’d had with the knife they had used. It was similar to dragonglass, close enough that they reacted the same when brought together, and though it might not be true dragonglass, it had to be related in some way.

      “And here I thought that I would have to search for the emperor,” the man said.

      Jayell sent a spell surging toward the man and he simply sliced his knife through it, parting it.

      She frowned and glanced over at Fes. “My spell—”

      Fes nodded. “I know.”

      What did it mean that they were able to push through the fire mage spells? That had to be the way that they were able to harm the fire mages, and the fact that they were able to cut through a spell left Fes thinking that perhaps the connection to the Deshazl was more than what he knew.

      “Release him and I promise that you will have a quick death.”

      Fes smiled. “That’s all you have? The other one like you I killed promised not to tear the flesh off of my friends,” Fes said. “And now you’re offering me a quick death. I don’t know whether I should be thankful or whether I should ignore you.”

      The man regarded Fes. Power exploded, sending Fes slamming backward.

      There was no question. It was Deshazl power.

      It was the same type of power that Fes could reach, and the fact that the Asharn had access to it meant that perhaps they were related.

      Had Azithan known?

      Maybe that was why he had wanted to keep the emperor safe. Fes had believed that it was because the Damhur could harm him, that he might be at risk of getting Called, but what if that wasn’t it at all? What if it was the fact that the Asharn shared the Deshazl connection?

      He shook himself and stepped forward. “Wrap me in a shield,” he said to Jayell.

      “I don’t know that a shield will be effective.”

      “Just do it,” Fes said.

      He felt the shield appear around him. At least if he were attacked, thrown back as he had been, he had the possibility of surviving. Without the shield, it was possible that he might not survive, and Fes needed to get through this, if only because he wanted to know more about the Asharn.

      He focused on his connection to the Deshazl and pulled on it, drawing it forward, using the dragonglass sword to concentrate it. It was slow, but it oozed out, more potent than it had been before he had gone to see the dragon again.

      Fes pushed.

      Power exploded from him, slamming into the three men and sending them flying backward.

      He nodded to Jayell and the emperor and they started forward, but the lead Asharn got to his feet, his knives in hand, eying Fes with renewed interest.

      “Not a fire mage,” he said.

      “You can leave, and you might be allowed to live,” Fes said.

      The man grinned, darkness within his smile. “Do you really believe that you have the upper hand?”

      “I believe that I’m not about to allow you to take the emperor.”

      “And how, may I ask, do you believe that you can stop me?”

      “You saw what I’m able to do.”

      “And you saw what I am able to do,” the Asharn said. “Make no mistake, I will have little difficulty in destroying you and this woman with you, and when I’m done, he will be mine.”

      Fes focused on drawing forth the Deshazl connection, pulling on it, and pushed it out again.

      Unlike the last time, the explosion did nothing to the man. He stood before it, ignoring its power, and watched Fes with interest.

      “You have some talent, but you have no control. It would be unfortunate to destroy one such as you, but my need is great and I don’t have time to continue to banter with you.”

      He withdrew a knife and flicked it at Fes.

      Everything happened faster than any reaction Fes could make. The knife came at him and he tried to move, but it seemed almost as if it followed him. He attempted to duck and the knife still came toward him. What had he been thinking? Jayell’s fire magic wouldn’t be enough to counteract something like this, especially if they had the ability to cut through fire magic. The dragonglass itself would be able to separate that spell, and so anything that Jayell did would not be enough to protect him.

      Fes had been a fool.

      He dropped to the ground, rolling off to the side, and swung his sword around, not really expecting much from it, but he managed to strike the knife and send it flying across the hall to impale into the wall.

      Spinning around, he got to his feet only to realize that he had failed. The man and the other two Asharn had grabbed the emperor and were dragging him down the hall with them.
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      Fes grabbed Jayell’s hand and pulled her through the hall with him, waving away servants as they made their way after the Asharn. There were a surprising number out, watching after the Asharn. He wasn’t certain whether he would be able to catch up to them, but he had to try. They moved quickly, giving more credence to his belief that they shared Deshazl connections, perhaps the same gift, and he tried to pursue as quickly as he could but was limited by Jayell’s speed. He would not leave her behind, not when there was an attack like this, but if he didn’t, the emperor would be taken from the palace.

      “Go,” she said, pulling her hand from his, seeming to read his thoughts. “You can go faster than me.”

      “I might need your help,” Fes said.

      “Against them?” She shook her head. “I can’t do anything against them. You saw how easily he carved through my spell. It’s like you, only even more powerful.”

      “That’s my fear, too. Come as quickly as you can,” Fes said.

      Jayell nodded and Fes went racing through the halls, picking up speed as he went. Every so often, he caught sight of a flash of black fabric and knew that he was heading in the right direction. The palace continued to tremble, though there seemed to be no direction within it, and he ignored the sense of the rumbling, focusing instead on what he could see.

      A nagging thought came to him. What was he doing? This wasn’t his fight, was it?

      It wasn’t, but if he did nothing, the emperor would disappear, and it was possible that the empire might fall. Now that he had faced the Damhur, he couldn’t allow that to happen. Fes didn’t always agree with what the emperor and the empire had done over the years, but he truly did not agree with what he’d seen from the Damhur.

      Without the emperor, what would happen?

      The Damhur would continue to press inland, claiming Deshazl, and then… Fes didn’t know. He didn’t understand why the Asharn had attacked, and didn’t know what their presence in the city even indicated.

      For now, he was forced to work on behalf of the empire. Perhaps it wouldn’t always be the case, and Fes needed to make certain that it wasn’t, but first he had to rescue the emperor, get answers from Azithan, and then he could determine what he needed to do next.

      Where were the Dragon Guards?

      As he ran through the halls of the palace, every so often catching glimpses of the Asharn, he couldn’t help but question why he was the only one in pursuit.

      Unless they had been slaughtered.

      Unfortunately, he had to think that was possible, if not even likely.

      Where was Azithan?

      Could he have been killed? That shouldn’t bother him, but Azithan might be the most powerful fire mage he’d ever known, and losing him meant that the Asharn were even more powerful than he had begun to suspect.

      The hall turned and Fes reached an intersection. He paused long enough to look both directions and thought he saw a glimmer of fabric, the shimmering cloak that the Asharn wore. Surprisingly, he had the sense that fire mages pulsed magic from that direction as well.

      Fes ran. If that was where they were, he would reach them and do everything in his power to help. Fire magic exploded from somewhere in the distance.

      There was some power in the spell, but not nearly as much as would be needed in order to rescue the emperor.

      Spell after spell exploded and Fes focused on them, searching for any sort of pattern within the spells that might tell him that Azithan was the one who was participating. If he were, he had to think and hope that there was reason to believe they would succeed. Azithan would have to know some way of defeating the Asharn, wouldn’t he?

      But the spells stopped.

      Fes rounded another corner. Three people lay motionless on the ground. He didn’t recognize any of them, but they were dressed in robes and each of them had what he suspected were dragon relics lying next to them, now motionless.

      The fire mages.

      They had managed to overpower three fire mages?

      Fes had marveled at the fact that he could somehow find a way to overpower one, but getting through three, and powerful ones at that?

      At least he knew he was heading in the right direction.

      Another spell built, and this one had something about it that Fes recognized. It was not only powerful, it was familiar.

      Azithan.

      Fes ran along the hall and realized that he had reached the main entrance to the palace. The door was blocked and the three Asharn stood, the emperor’s motionless body between them, facing Azithan.

      The spell building from Azithan was incredibly powerful, and it rolled over them. The lead Asharn carved through it, though he had to use effort in order to do so.

      They were distracted.

      Fes focused on the Deshazl part of himself, calling it from deep within, and sent it slamming into the three men.

      With their attention focused on Azithan, they hadn’t realized that he was even there. His Deshazl magic sent them staggering forward, and Azithan twisted the spell, turning one man into dust before he had a chance to counter it.

      Fes slammed his sword into one of the other Asharn.

      It left only the lead Asharn.

      When Azithan pushed another spell at him, he held out his knife, separating the spell from Azithan without any apparent effort. While doing that, he eyed Fes, more interested in him than what Azithan might be doing.

      “You surprise me. Tell me, where have you learned your tricks? It’s rare that we find any in these lands who know the ancient connections.”

      “Leave the emperor,” Fes said.

      “Do you still think that you can win?”

      “I think you’re trapped between a powerful fire mage and me.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time I was trapped in such a way. Ask the Damhur how that worked out for them.”

      He crouched down, casually lifting the emperor and slinging him over his shoulder. “He will be of much use.”

      “Will he? In what?”

      “Ah, you have chosen to neglect your responsibilities. You have chosen a path of ambivalence, but there are those who have not forgotten. We will ensure that the old ways are not forgotten.”

      He turned to Azithan and power slammed into the fire mage, sending him flying out of the entrance to the palace.

      The Asharn spun, slamming a spell into Fes, who went staggering. Holding onto his connection to the Deshazl part of himself, he resisted. It came slowly, almost too slowly, and he managed to oppose it but wondered how long it would last.

      If the emperor was taken off the palace grounds, disappearing into the city, there might not be any way for Fes to find him.

      Fes glanced over at Azithan. The fire mage struggled to get to his feet. Even if he did, Fes didn’t like the odds that he would be able to do much of anything against the Asharn, given as powerful as he evidently was.

      That left Fes, but what could he do against someone who clearly outclassed him?

      Maybe nothing, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t—and shouldn’t—try.

      He glanced at his sword. The man might be able to slam him back with Deshazl magic, but could he do the same if Fes threw a dagger—or the sword?

      He had to be careful that he didn’t hit the emperor, and Fes wasn’t certain that his aim would be good enough to avoid doing that, but he would try.

      He raced forward and the Asharn reached his hand back, sending power surging at Fes. As he did, Fes whipped his sword. It went end over end before catching the Asharn in his leg.

      He staggered, just long enough to drop the emperor.

      Fes pushed out, using his connection to the Deshazl magic, and blasted the Asharn.

      The man went staggering forward. He got to his feet and looked down at the emperor, but Fes had reached the emperor and stood near him, protecting him.

      “You have made a grave mistake,” the man said.

      “Have I?” Fes asked. “I’m not the one bleeding.”

      “Not yet,” he said. He took a step toward Fes, and then his eyes narrowed for a moment, long enough to sweep his gaze around the palace yard. Fes waited for him to lunge, not sure whether or not he would be fast enough or strong enough to defend the emperor, but knowing that he would try.

      He waited, half expecting the Asharn to use his magic against him, but the man spun and raced off far faster than Fes would have expected possible.

      Fes took a breath and looked down at the emperor. He crouched, testing to see if the emperor was alive, and found that he still breathed.

      “Away from him,” a voice said.

      Fes looked up and saw three of the Dragon Guard coming toward him. One of them was Jaken.

      Jaken’s eyes narrowed. “What are you doing here?”

      “Apparently, I’m doing your job.”

      “My job? What are you—”

      Fes looked around the palace grounds. “Where are the rest of your Dragon Guards?”

      “We were attacked. We have responded as quickly as we can, but there is only so much that we can do against an attack like that.”

      “Have you faced the Asharn before?”

      Jaken watched him for a moment and motioned to the other two Dragon Guard. They grabbed the emperor, scooping him off the ground and carrying him back toward the palace.

      “We’ve faced them before. They have posed dangers to the fire mages and have attempted to reach the palace before, but never quite like this.”

      “Why now?” Fes asked.

      Jaken frowned at Fes for a long moment. “I’ve wondered the same thing. Why is it that trouble always seems to happen when you’re around?”

      “This one isn’t my fault.”

      “I find that difficult to believe.”

      Azithan moaned and Fes ran over to him, helping him off the ground. He recovered quickly, something that didn’t surprise Fes at all, especially as Azithan had a way of managing to overcome attacks that would have been too much for anyone else. “They took him, didn’t they?” Azithan said.

      Fes shook his head. “He still here. The Dragon Guard brought him into the palace.”

      Azithan sighed. “You protected him, Fezarn.”

      Jaken watched Fes for a moment, his eyes narrowing, and he glanced at Azithan. “We brought him inside, but we will need to protect him.”

      Azithan nodded. “And he might need healing.”

      Azithan motioned for Fes to join him and they returned to the palace, making their way directly toward the emperor’s quarters. “You are everything I was hoping that you would be,” Azithan said to Fes.

      “Barely. They still almost managed to take him. Why are they after the emperor?”

      Azithan shook his head. “I suspect they believed him to be a fire mage,” he said, his voice low and pitched so as not to carry. “They don’t fear the fire mages. They have some way of disrupting fire magic and fire mage spells.”

      Fes looked at Azithan. How could Azithan not know? He knew about the Asharn, and knew what they were capable of, so it seemed likely that he also knew that they shared their magic with the Deshazl, but it was possible that Azithan didn’t know, which meant that telling him might put the Deshazl in danger.

      “What if they were after him for a different reason?” Fes asked as they reached the door leading into the emperor’s quarters.

      “What reason do you think?” Azithan asked.

      “They weren’t trying to kill him. They wanted to capture. And I have to wonder about the timing. Why now?”

      Azithan frowned. “There have been attacks by the Asharn in the past,” he said.

      “I’ve never heard of them. If there had been attacks, I think the city would have talked about them,” Fes said.

      “People don’t always talk about things they are unaware of,” Azithan said. He entered the room and, once inside, reached the emperor, stretching his hands apart. Tendrils of light stretched between them, quickly weaving together. He pressed this through the emperor, moving more swiftly than he had with Tracen, though there was a practiced quality to what he did. When he was done, he looked up at Jaken and nodded. “He will live.”

      Jaken breathed out. “We’ll set guards, and hopefully enough that they can’t get past. Fire mages don’t seem effective.”

      “The Asharn aren’t the only ones who might be after him,” Azithan said. “Send word to the temple and let Elorayne know that we need others with skill within the palace to defend him if it becomes necessary.”

      “I will,” Jaken said.

      With that, he headed out, leaving Fes staring for a moment.

      “Why was he so concerned?” Fes asked.

      Azithan ignored him, looking down at the emperor. He held the man’s hand and a spell that built was soft and subtle. It pulsed periodically, washing through the emperor.

      Fes looked over at the door, before looking back down at the emperor. As he did, he realized the resemblance between the emperor and Jaken.

      “That’s his son,” he said.

      Azithan continued to look down at the emperor. “He is. The emperor had three sons. Jaken is the only one who still lives. After the first two were lost, he made a point of not revealing the presence of his third, not wanting anyone who was a threat to the empire to learn of him until he had grown to maturity. Jaken was drawn to the Dragon Guard, and after much discussion, it was decided that he could serve, though as you can imagine, none know of this.” Azithan looked up and met Fes’s eyes. “And if you speak of it, seeing as how only the emperor and myself know, I will know where the rumor came from.”

      Azithan did nothing to hide the menace in his voice, and Fes shivered. “What about Jaken’s mother?”

      “She was lost when he was very young. She was lost at the same time as the middle son, traveling to her home, attempting to visit her family. So you see, Fezarn, Jaken will do everything that’s asked of him to ensure the emperor’s safety. As will I.”

      Fes stared at the door, his thoughts going back to what the Asharn had said. They had wanted the emperor for some reason, and it was something that he needed to understand in order to grasp why they had come for the emperor.

      “What do you know of the Asharn?” he asked Azithan.

      Azithan continued to stare at the emperor and squeezed his hand, pulsing with power every so often. “The Asharn have been observed within the borders of the empire many times over the years, but they’ve never posed much of a threat. For the most part, they have come searching for trade, and we’ve had them in the Great Market many times and have never had any difficulty with them. It wasn’t until recently that they have had different tactics.”

      “Such as attacking the palace?”

      Azithan nodded. “Such as that. “There is only so much that we can do against them. They are skilled, and we have discovered that they have a way of stopping fire magic, which takes away our greatest defense.”

      “There’s something else about them,” Fes said.

      Azithan nodded. “There always is, Fezarn.”

      Fes stared Azithan for a while, deciding his next words carefully. He needed to know how much of what happened near the fire temple Azithan was aware of, because the more that he thought about it, the more he began to wonder whether the increased presence of the Damhur and the Asharn were tied to the same thing. It was possible that both were here because of the dragon.

      “Azithan—how much do you know about what happened when the Damhur attacked the fire temple?”

      Jaken was there, and now that he understood Jaken’s connection to the emperor, not only was he even more certain that the emperor had Deshazl connections, but he knew that the emperor would have to have known about what took place. How could he not, especially since Jaken had been there and had fought against Fes when Called by the Damhur.

      “Elorayne sent missives, and she told me what took place.”

      “She told you everything, then?”

      Azithan looked up, meeting Fes’s gaze. “She told me everything.”

      “What if all of this is tied to that?”

      “All of what, Fezarn?”

      “The Damhur. If they know that the emperor has the connections that he does, then they would be after him. And if the Asharn know it, they might be after him for a very different reason.” Could the Asharn believe that the emperor had a connection to the dragon?

      And why wouldn’t they believe that? They would have heard the rumors, which meant that they would have known a dragon had been reborn, and with that being the case, they would have believed the emperor to be the one with the connection, wouldn’t they? It was the connection Fes would have made, even though it wouldn’t have been accurate.

      “It’s possible,” Azithan said.

      “I think it’s more than possible.”

      Azithan looked down at the emperor. “The war has been over for centuries, Fezarn. We have done everything in our power to ensure that battle does not return, and now, and during his reign, the Damhur will once again pose a threat. In his reign, the dragons will have risen, and in his reign, the people of the empire will know war once more. I have worked my entire life to ensure that we stay protected.” He looked over at Fes. “You’ve wondered why I have you collecting for me. For so long, you did it without question, and I always appreciated the fact that you had the talent that you did. There are no others with your particular set of abilities, none with the ability to collect quite as well, so you have been an integral part of the empire, though you may not have ever known it.”

      “Why not tell me? Why not tell everyone? Why keep the truth about the dragon secret? The people need to know that their empire didn’t destroy the dragons because they were dangerous.”

      “But the dragons were dangerous,” Azithan said.

      “The dragons worked with the Deshazl.”

      “Until they didn’t.” Azithan raised his hand, silencing Fes. “The records that we have of that time are quite clear. The dragons were controlled by the Damhur, and while they were controlled, the empire was forced to face them, fighting what had once been their allies. The Deshazl resisted helping at first, but it became increasingly clear that there was nothing that could be done and they were forced to participate. When the first fire mages appeared, the Deshazl were integral in helping find the necessary relics so that the fire mages could increase their connection in their power. Your people once were dragonwalkers, Fezarn.”

      Fes looked down at the emperor, studying him. “Not only my people. That’s the secret, isn’t it?”

      Azithan stared at the emperor. “No. Not only your people. The Deshazl knew that their connection was key to either protecting or destroying the dragons. The dragons knew their time was short. They were brave and intelligent creatures, and though there was little they could do when they were Controlled, even then they tried with everything in them to rebel. Even their dying was a rebellion.”

      “How so?”

      “The dragons went to the dragon plains. They fell deep within the empire, using that as their last act of rebellion when faced with the control of the Damhur. You ask why the truth remains hidden, but it doesn’t. The part of the truth that’s necessary has been spread, as it should be. If the people knew more, if they understood that the dragons could be allies, even more people would follow the Path of the Flame.”

      Fes watched Azithan, a realization coming to him. “You intend to destroy the dragon.”

      Azithan frowned. “The dragon should not have been reborn. Now was not its time.”

      “When was its time? The empire has existed for over a thousand years, Azithan, and in all of that time, there has been stability, and never has there been an open attack, not the kind that I suspect you and the empire have feared. How long have you intended to try to avoid bringing the dragons back?”

      “We would have avoided it for as long as was necessary,” Azithan said.

      “Because you fear the dragons that much?”

      Azithan sighed, looking over at Fes. “When the dragons roamed, much of the empire was destroyed. There had once been great cities along the coast, but those are all gone. Because of the threat of the Damhur, we have not rebuilt those cities, knowing that if we were to try, we would only risk our people even more. No, Fezarn, the dragons might be powerful creatures, and they might have once been the Deshazl ally, but they can be no more. Their time has passed, and the threat from them is too great.”

      “Then you haven’t known the truth,” Fes said.

      “And what truth is that?”

      “That the dragon the Damhur raised was not the first in centuries.”

      Azithan stared at him. “What was that?”

      “The dragon. It wasn’t the first in centuries. There was—is—another.”

      “We would’ve known, Fezarn.”

      Fes smiled. “Would you have? You have tried to hide the fact that the emperor descends from the Deshazl for years. Most believe that the emperor is an incredibly powerful fire mage.”

      “Because the emperor has always been surrounded by incredibly powerful fire mages. That is the threat that the Damhur must believe. If they fear his magic, if they fear that he is a fire mage, they will be less inclined to attack the capital.”

      Fes grunted. “The Damhur have incredibly powerful fire mages. It’s not as if they don’t have that same magic. And from what I understand, the fire mages have come from the Damhur. So if nothing else, it’s not that they feared the magic of the emperor.” Fes looked down at the motionless form of the emperor. As he did, a thought came to him. “How was the war ended before?”

      “The dragons were destroyed,” Azithan said.

      “And that ended the war?”

      “It was a combination of things, but it involved the dragons no longer serving as a game piece between two factions. When it came down to might against might, the dragons sided with the Deshazl and the people of the empire. They allowed their remains to be used to defend the empire.”

      “Your plan was to find the dragon and destroy it.”

      Azithan nodded.

      “I won’t let you,” he said.

      Azithan smiled sadly. “I’m afraid that you won’t be able to stop this, Fezarn.”

      “I know where the dragon is, and I have no intention of sharing.”

      When Azithan looked up, sadness glimmered in his eyes. “I’m afraid, in that, you have little choice.”

      A different sort of power began to build, and Fes recognized it.

      A Calling.

      And it came from Azithan.

      Azithan pulled his hand free from the emperor and stood to face Fes. He had his hands clasped in front of his body and watched him. Power from his Calling continued to build and Fes slammed his mental protections into place, hoping that Arudis and the lessons that she’d taught him were enough to protect himself, but not certain whether that was the case.

      “Azithan…”

      Azithan said nothing. The power of the Calling continued to build.

      It surprised Fes that Azithan had as much power with it as he did. There was no desire to please him, it was simply to obey.

      Was Azithan controlling the emperor?

      Fes glanced down, wondering whether or not that was the secret, but didn’t think so. There had seemed to be real affection in Azithan’s eyes.

      That meant that Azithan was using the Calling because he really believed that doing so would somehow protect the empire.

      Fes resisted the Calling.

      It strained him, and had he not had the experience working with Arudis, Fes didn’t know whether or not he would have been able to ignore it.

      How would he not known that Azithan had the ability to Call? He had felt the seductive effects of Azithan’s magic before and should have remembered that, but somehow, he had either chosen to ignore it—or he had been told that he should ignore it.

      Had Azithan influenced him much more than he had ever known?

      Maybe that was why Azithan had used him in the past.

      “It’s not going to work on me,” Fes said. “You can keep trying to Call, but it’s not going to be effective.”

      The effort that Azithan put into the Calling built and built, rising to something of a crescendo. It exerted a force upon Fes, and it was almost enough for him to want to obey, but he kept repeating his name in the back of his mind, holding on to that part of his identity: Fezarn, Fezarn, Fezarn.

      That was the key, according to Arudis, and in doing so, he maintained control of himself. It was the way he had prevented the Damhur from Controlling him before. Azithan might be powerful, but he was no Damhur.

      Fes unsheathed his dagger and stepped toward Azithan, slipping it up to the base of his neck. Azithan’s eyes widened and more force went into the Calling, but a spell began to build as well.

      Fes jabbed with the dagger. “Stop.”

      “You can’t overpower this.”

      Fes shoved a little harder and the dagger drew blood. “I can, and you can keep trying, but you aren’t going to be strong enough to force me to obey. I’ve learned how to ignore a Calling, and you should know that you aren’t even the most talented person I’ve faced.”

      Azithan frowned, staring at Fes for a moment. He waited, half expecting that Azithan would continue to try to Call him, but the pressure eased back.

      “How is it that you can do that?”

      “The Deshazl aren’t helpless.”

      “It’s been my experience that the Deshazl have no ability to defend themselves from the effect of the controlling magic.”

      Fes chuckled. Still holding the dagger, he pointed at Azithan. He wasn’t sure if the other man would try to use fire magic against him, and though he didn’t fear the effect of a spell as he once did, he wanted Azithan to know that he posed a threat. “The Damhur refer to it as a Calling, and there is a defense. Do you think that I learned what it meant to be Deshazl on my own? How do you think that I managed to rescue as many Deshazl as I have?”

      Azithan looked down at the emperor. “He can be protected?”

      “If he wanted to learn.”

      “That does nothing for the dragon.”

      “Perhaps not, but the Deshazl share the same magic with the dragons,” Fes said. “And because of that, I think the dragon can learn.” It was the same thing that Arudis thought, and though neither of them were certain how to train the dragon to resist the effect of a Calling, both of them believed that it was possible, if only they could somehow reach for that connection and find a way for the dragons to understand.

      Azithan took a seat, grabbing the emperor’s hand again. “I’m only doing it because I care about the empire.”

      “If it were for any other reason, you would be dead,” Fes said.

      Azithan looked up at him, holding his gaze for a moment. A smile drifted onto his face. “You have changed in the time that I’ve known you, Fezarn. There was a time when you would’ve made a threat like that, but it would’ve been an empty threat. Now… Now I believe that you mean it, and I believe that you could do this thing.”

      “Good. I’m glad that you believe. I’ve had enough people trying to Call me that I’m unwilling to let you do it to me, even if you think you’re doing it for the right reasons.”

      “They are for the right reasons, Fezarn.”

      “No. They are for ignorant reasons. You believe the dragons pose a threat, and because of that, you would like to see them destroyed. You would do that rather than take the time to understand, to learn whether or not there is an alternative.”

      “The Deshazl of a thousand years ago didn’t think there was an alternative,” Azithan said softly. “Do you believe that you know more than the Deshazl of that time? Do you believe that you understand the dragons better than people who lived during a time when they still flew freely? Do you believe that you can protect them better than they ever were able to?”

      “They didn’t have time to prepare,” Fes said.

      Azithan stared at him.

      “We know about the Damhur, and we know what the Damhur can do, so it gives us an opportunity to prepare for them, and now that we do know about them, we can resist their attacks. Don’t you think we should take that opportunity to do so?”

      “I think that we need to reduce the threat of the Damhur as much as we can,” Azithan said.

      “It’s not only the Damhur. We have to be worried about the Asharn. And if I’m right, the Asharn have a connection to the Deshazl magic,” Fes said.

      Azithan frowned. “Why would you think that?”

      “Think about the way that they were able to cut through the fire mage spells. That’s a trait of the Deshazl, not of the Damhur. And there was something else.”

      “The way that they were able to use their magic to throw you across the room?” Azithan asked.

      Fes nodded. “That, and there was something that he said about my magic. He recognized it, which meant that the Asharn have something very similar to what I have.”

      Azithan looked down at the emperor, staring at him. “He needs to understand his powers. We knew that the Deshazl had magic, but we haven’t been able to teach him. And we didn’t know that he would have some way of protecting his mind. That’s why we kept him here. Protected as he is in the palace, surrounded by fire mages, the Damhur can’t control him the same way.”

      “He can learn. It’s not nearly as difficult as what you believe. There’s someone I can bring him to that can help, if you’re open to it.”

      “That’s why you need the dragon heart?”

      Fes debated answering honestly. If he revealed the second dragon’s need, it could be dangerous if Azithan still intended to destroy the dragons. “That is why.”

      Azithan paused before answering. “I had thought the fire mages could protect him, but it might be time for us to consider another approach. We will bring the heart.”

      Arudis wouldn’t be expecting the emperor. Would she help him?

      Fes had a hard time thinking that she wouldn’t. The emperor being Deshazl was important, and preventing him from attacking the dragons even more so.

      “Azithan?”

      The fire mage looked up at him, the corners of his eyes twitching. “What is it, Fezarn?”

      Fes took a deep breath and met Azithan’s gaze. “You should know that I will not allow you to destroy the dragon. If you try, you will make an enemy out of me, and trust me, Azithan, you don’t want an enemy out of me. If you push, know that I won’t hesitate to kill anyone who tries to cross me. That includes the emperor.”
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      The caravan was an unusual one. Fes glanced over at Jayell, meeting her eyes. The other Deshazl were arranged on horseback around him, heading out of the city, sitting atop their mounts with stiff backs. The only one who had something casual about him was Nick, and he seemed almost annoyed at the fact that they were leaving the capital.

      A dozen Dragon Guard flanked either side of their procession. It was almost too much, almost as if it were enough to draw attention to the fact that they were heading out of the city with something valuable, but Azithan would have it no other way. Remembering that Damhur remained in the empire, even if it were near the coast, meant that it was probably better that they had more protection, though if it came down to it, maybe Azithan alone would provide the necessary defense.

      At least they were dressed informally, not wearing the maroon and gold of the empire, dressed in heavy and sturdy cloaks, but there was something about their posture that gave them away. It was probably enough that anyone watching the procession as they left the city would realize they weren’t who they seemed.

      A dragon heart was stuffed into the pack attached to one of the horses. Azithan tended to it, keeping it close, and Fes understood why—how difficult it would be to find a replacement.

      “I haven’t left the city in decades,” the emperor said.

      Fes rode near him, near enough that he could reach across and touch him. Azithan had positioned him close, wanting him there for the possibility that there might be an attack.

      “Because of the fear of what might happen?” Fes asked.

      The emperor swept his gaze along the caravan before twisting in his saddle to look back at the city. He appeared uncomfortable on horseback, but if he hadn’t left the city in as long as he said, it was likely—and probable—that he wasn’t comfortable on horseback. For his part, Fes wasn’t necessarily comfortable either. He had ridden more in the last year than he ever had before, and in that time, he still hadn’t managed to make peace with the skill. He doubted that he ever would, though maybe more time spent traveling would make him a better rider.

      “My advisors have always been cautious,” the emperor said.

      His gaze darted to Azithan riding at the head of the caravan. Fes could feel the spell weaving around Azithan, stretching along their entirety. Did Azithan intend to hold his fire magic continually while they rode? If he did, it would imply a far greater strength than Fes had believed he possessed, even after seeing him during the attack on the city. And he had known that Azithan was strong with his fire magic.

      “Have you wanted to leave the city?”

      “My people take care of most things that need to be addressed, and the empire is large and sprawling, with countless decisions that are needed to be made every day.”

      “That’s not an answer,” Fes said.

      The emperor glanced over, a smile twirling the corner of his mouth. He looked up at the sky, taking a deep breath, and the smile spread even wider. Of the group, it was possible that the emperor was the most inconspicuous. He could have fit in at the Great Market, dressed no differently than dozens of other travelers who went through there. Only a ring on his middle finger stood out, and Fes suspected that it was some marker of office, though didn’t know for sure. He still didn’t know how comfortable he should act around the emperor.

      “I suppose it’s not.”

      They rode in silence for a while, and every so often, Fes would glance over, looking to see what the emperor might do. For his part, the emperor looked around, curiosity more than anything else seeming to motivate him. The smile never left his face. Once in a while, Azithan would ride back and speak softly to him before heading off once more.

      “He tells me that you can teach me,” the emperor said when they had ridden for several hours.

      “Teach you what?”

      “Teach me about my abilities.”

      “I’m not the right person to instruct you on what it means to be Deshazl. There’s a reason that we’re heading out of the city.”

      “I thought the reason was for me to see this creature.”

      “I’m not sure that you will be allowed to see the dragon.”

      The emperor frowned, the smile faded from his face, the stern countenance of a man who was accustomed to getting his way returning. “Not allowed?”

      Fes shrugged. “I doubt the decision will be up to you or to me.”

      “And who will it be up to? Others like yourself?”

      It was possible that Arudis would be able to restrict the emperor’s access to the dragon, though Fes didn’t know whether she would or not. She was difficult to read, and he remained uncertain how she might react when it came to the emperor suddenly appearing within her domain. Not only the emperor, but a dozen Dragon Guard, including the emperor’s unknown son.

      “It’ll be up to the dragon,” Fes said.

      “You know that I have long dreamed of the day that the dragons would return?”

      “I’m sure many people shared that dream,” Fes said.

      The emperor shook his head. “This is different. I have had actual dreams where the dragons returned.”

      Fes glanced over. “What kind of dreams?”

      The emperor stared straight ahead. “Most of them are the same. In them, I see mountains in the distance, and there is a maroon-scaled dragon, its scales the color of the sun, flying overhead. Every so often, fire will erupt from the dragon.” He fell silent and looked over at Fes sheepishly. “Like I said, a dream, and probably nothing more than that.”

      “I doubt that it’s nothing more than that,” Fes said. “I had similar dreams, especially lately. In mine, there was a blue-scaled dragon, and always the mountains, but lately I have seen a massive purple-scaled dragon, one with scales that are almost black.”

      It was Fes’s turn to flush and he looked away from the emperor, feeling foolish. He hadn’t spoken of those dreams to anyone, not even to Arudis. Why would he tell the emperor?

      “Have they changed?” the emperor asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Since the dragon has returned. Have your dreams changed?”

      “Only in the fact that I no longer have them quite as often,” Fes said. “The dreams are still there, and sometimes they’re strong enough that I can practically feel the dragon.” Though, if he were honest, he wasn’t sure whether that was dream or memory. When he had been up close to the dragon, standing practically alongside it, he had felt something then, too. There had been the pressure of the dragon, the sense of heat, and something more, an awareness that he could reach into the dragon, borrow strength from the creature. If only he had that ability to do so when not standing right next to it. Him.

      “Mine haven’t changed,” the emperor said. “I was hoping that after hearing the rumors that perhaps they would change, enough that it would let me think that maybe I really did have a connection to them, but…” The emperor looked over at Fes. “What do you think that means?”

      Fes shrugged. “Again, I’m not sure that I’m the right person to answer your dragon questions.”

      “But you have seen the dragon.”

      “Many people saw the dragon when it first appeared.”

      “Most who were there aren’t able to speak of it,” the emperor said. “It’s almost as if they don’t know what to say.”

      “It might be more than that they don’t know what to say. It might be that they don’t know whether what they saw was real.”

      Even Fes didn’t know what to make of the fact that he had seen the dragon, had stood next to it, had felt the power coming from it.

      They fell into silence again. Jayell rode next to him, saying nothing, and Fes was thankful for her presence. It was comforting riding alongside her, neither of them feeling the need to speak, having only the quiet of their shared connection between them. Much like Azithan, he realized that power radiated from her, a spell that she continued to hold. How many artifacts did she still have left? How many dragon relics would she burn through on this journey?

      “I worry about the reaction when we get there,” Jayell whispered as they neared the evening. They still had a few days or so to ride before they reached the village, and when they did, they still had to find a way to convince Arudis to bring them into the forest. Fes didn’t think that he would be able to do it, and even if he could, he didn’t know how to find the dragon or the rest of the ancient Deshazl city.

      “He’s the emperor,” he said.

      “Just because he’s the emperor doesn’t mean that he will be welcomed,” she said.

      “He’s Deshazl, too,” Fes whispered. How many of the Dragon Guard knew of the emperor’s connection? How many were aware that he was not a fire mage? Was it a secret that he needed to keep on behalf of the emperor, or was it something that these men—men who Fes suspected were selected intentionally—knew?

      “Just because he’s Deshazl doesn’t mean that he can be trusted. Haven’t you said that you think the Asharn are descended from the Deshazl?”

      “I’m not entirely certain,” Fes said.

      Jayell looked over at him. “You are. You just don’t want to admit that you are.”

      “I think that he really wants to serve the empire. I think that he needs to be given the chance to see the dragon. And I warned Azithan that if he tried anything, I would kill them.”

      Jayell jerked her head over, her eyes going wide. “You threatened the emperor?”

      “I’m not going to let them kill the dragon. It’s been centuries since dragons have flown free.” And even now, the dragon didn’t—and couldn’t, not yet—fly free. He wasn’t going to be the reason that the powerful creature was destroyed. If anything, Fes wanted to be responsible for protecting it, defending it against those who might do harm to it.

      “You should be careful,” she said.

      “Because I threatened the emperor?”

      “Because we don’t know what it means that the dragon has returned. Not really.”

      “Don’t tell me that you side with Azithan on this.”

      She arched a brow at him. “I followed the Path of the Flame, Fes. It’s not that I side with Azithan. It’s just that I recognize that there is some danger with a power like that existing. I know that the dragons were once a part of the world, but I also know that they were the reason that war was fought. That war nearly destroyed an entire people. Your people. Just think what would have been different had the dragons not been fought over.”

      “It’s not the fault of the Deshazl that the dragons were fought over. And it’s not the fault of the dragons. Besides, I have to believe that there is some way of teaching the dragons how to protect their minds, the same way that the Deshazl can be taught to protect theirs.”

      She watched him, saying nothing, and they continued to ride. When it became dark, they camped for the night. The Dragon Guard began to erect a tent for the emperor, and Fes frowned. “Do you think that’s really the best idea?” he asked Azithan.

      The fire mage looked over at him. He still wore his robes, though he kept a traveling cloak over it, trying to conceal the fact that he was a fire mage. It was less unusual for fire mages to roam the countryside, so Fes was not as concerned about his presence here, but if anyone recognized him, it would raise alarms, possibly enough that anyone who might be coming for them would realize that they were more than what they seemed. “He is still the emperor, Fezarn. And as such, he expects a certain level of comfort.”

      “You might expect a certain level of comfort, but the plan was to remain concealed, to hide the fact that we are traveling through here,” Fes said.

      “And conceal that we will.”

      “There aren’t many travelers who erect a tent like that,” he said, motioning to the emperor’s massive tent. It would be easily identifiable, but more than that, it would be difficult to defend. They might be forced to leave it if attacked.

      “He’s right,” Jaken said, stepping up alongside Fes. In the growing darkness, his black hair shrouded his face in shadows. “My concern needs to be in defending him, and I can’t defend him if I can’t see him. I think the tent has to go.”

      Azithan studied Jaken for a moment before nodding. “You get to tell him.”

      Jaken smiled. “Gladly.”

      He started off and went over to the emperor, speaking softly. The emperor grew agitated, waving his hands around for a moment before settling and finally seeming to concede. Jaken motioned to the other Dragon Guards, and the tent was quickly disassembled and rolled back up.

      “I hear I have you to thank for my discomfort?” the emperor asked Fes, approaching him.

      “If you want to blame someone, you can blame me,” Fes said. “I was just trying to ensure your safety.”

      “A tent would ensure my safety.”

      “A tent would ensure that we were noticed,” Fes said. “As would that massive campfire.”

      “Now you would have me cold, too.”

      Fes sighed. “It’s not a matter of your comfort; it’s a matter of your safety. Would you have it another way?”

      The emperor looked at Azithan before smiling slightly. “Maybe this is better. I can stare up at the sky, watching the stars. It has been years since I’ve been allowed such freedom.”

      “I’m afraid there won’t be many stars tonight,” Fes said. He pointed to the sky, motioning to the clouds. Distantly, he heard the sound of thunder, and a hint of rain carried on the air. They might get wet, and he imagined that Azithan would blame him for that, as well.

      “Regardless, I’m still out in the open night, and no one can take that from me.”

      Jaken rejoined them, glancing from Fes to Azithan until finally looking over at the emperor. “We will keep the fire from burning too brightly, but I have a half-dozen guards stationed, and we will keep our eyes open throughout the night.”

      Fes didn’t want to object, and didn’t want to tell the emperor that the Dragon Guards would be unlikely to be effective if they were put upon by a massive attack, but it was possible that a small guard such as that would be enough to prevent them from drawing any attention from roving bands. And they were still quite a ways from the coast, hopefully far enough away from where the Damhur might be found, that they should be safe from them.

      They took a seat by the fire. Fes was thankful for it despite knowing that it wasn’t the safest thing to have. The fire pushed back some of the chill, and he appreciated that. Jayell sat next to him, her body practically pressing against his, and he took her hand, squeezing it. Nick took a spot on the other side of Fes, with Celine and Sarah next to him. Michael sat slightly off to the side, eyeing the Dragon Guards suspiciously. He was the most uncomfortable with the current arrangement, and Fes couldn’t blame him.

      “All of this seems a bit… much,” the emperor said, taking a seat and accepting an offered hunk of bread and strips of jerky. He sat across from Fes, looking from him to the other Deshazl arranged with him, smiling widely. “We really need to be this concerned about who might be coming through here?”

      Fes nodded. “If the Damhur come, you will be thankful that you have as much protection as you do,” he said.

      “The Damhur wouldn’t push this far into the empire,” he said.

      “They pushed all the way to the fire mage temple,” Jayell said. “And they are the ones responsible for where we’re going.”

      The emperor looked over at her. “Indeed. I heard they had help from the rebellion.”

      “As far as I can tell, the rebellion serves the Damhur,” Fes said.

      “Not all of them,” Azithan said.

      “No?”

      “Most of the rebellion simply think to restore the dragons. They believe that overthrowing the empire will allow them the opportunity to return the dragons to these lands. They believe that in doing so, they are serving the ideals of something greater.”

      “The attack on the fire mage temple was all Damhur,” Fes said softly. “If you have any question about that, ask Jaken. He was there, and he can tell you exactly what it was that we faced.”

      The emperor looked over at Jaken. In the firelight, the similarities between the two of them were even more evident. Fes should have noticed it before, but always when he had been around the emperor before, he had been fearful for his safety. Sitting here now, having the emperor so casual, he had a chance to look at them—really look at them—and the similarities were clear in the jawline they shared and the deep color to their hair.

      How did Azithan think to keep that from others?

      Then again, Fes hadn’t noticed it before, either. Why would he think that, especially with Jaken serving as a soldier? Why would he have ever believed that the emperor would have allowed his son to serve as a Dragon Guard soldier? Thinking that would have been impossible—which was probably why it meant Jaken was safe.

      “I don’t know who they were. I didn’t recognize them, but they had power.” He looked across the fire, meeting Fes’s eyes. “I don’t know whether they were Damhur or not, but considering the power they were using to manipulate me, it’s possible that they were.”

      “Why don’t you tell us about this person you’re leading us to, Fezarn,” Azithan said.

      “What’s there to say?” Fes said. “She is the reason that many of the Deshazl are safe.”

      “Only Deshazl?” Azithan asked.

      Fes shrugged. “I don’t know all of what she does. All I know is that she has a connection to the Deshazl power that is more than anyone else I’ve met. Because of her, I was able to learn to control my connection better.”

      Azithan stared at Fes for a while before turning his focus to Jayell. “I would like to speak with you, if you wouldn’t mind.”

      Jayell nodded carefully. Fes squeezed her hand and she stood, heading around the fire to join Azithan. He motioned for her to follow and as they weaved away from the fire, he realized that Azithan had called her to work with her.

      “You haven’t tried to show me anything,” the emperor said.

      “I’m not sure how much I’ll be able to show you,” Fes said. “I barely understand my connection to the Deshazl, so trying to help someone else learn about it is difficult.”

      “Azithan said you have some way of protecting your mind from the Damhur.”

      Both Jaken and the emperor looked at Fes intently, but it wasn’t only them who did. The Deshazl with him all watched, and he wondered what they might say. Each of them had been trying to learn to protect their mind, and most had varying degrees of success. Fes had come the closest to replicating Arudis’s skill at avoiding the effects of a Calling.

      “The key is maintaining your sense of self,” Fes said.

      “And what does that mean?” the emperor asked.

      Fes looked over at Jaken, holding him with his gaze for a moment. Jaken would know what Fes meant, having experienced it. Would he be able to explain it to his father in a way that made sense?

      “It means remembering yourself when their influence begins to push upon you,” Fes said.

      Jaken’s eyes widened slightly, and Fes could tell that he remembered what had happened. That was one effect of the Calling. It wasn’t so much that you lost yourself entirely. When Fes had been Called, he had always known what was happening, but had felt the desire to do what he was Called to do regardless of what he might want to do. It had become overwhelming, and especially when it came to feeling the desire to please, it was a sense that he wanted nothing more than to follow the command of the person performing the Call.

      “When you begin to feel the effect, you have to force yourself to remember yourself, though I’m not sure that makes much sense.”

      The emperor turned to Jaken, frowning. “You have experienced this?”

      “I felt the effect. It’s not quite like he describes. There’s pain, and if you disobey, there’s the feeling that the pain will be worse.” Firelight danced in Jaken’s eyes. “But if you obey, there is a sense of desire and pleasure.”

      Fes looked at the others and saw the Deshazl nodding.

      His experience was similar, but not so similar that he would have described it in quite the same way.

      “How do you ignore the effect?” the emperor asked.

      “From what I understand, it’s different for each person. For me, it involves claiming my name. I don’t know if it’s the same for everyone.” Arudis wasn’t able to explain it well enough for him to know if it was the same for everyone. All Fes knew was that he repeated his name, acknowledging himself, something that he too often tried to deny, and in doing so, he was better able to resist the effect of the Calling.

      “I focus on my family,” Sarah said.

      “I do the same, only with my mother,” Celine said.

      Nick’s gaze drifted past the emperor and Jaken, looking over to Azithan, who was working with Jayell. He still hadn’t moved past that part of him that was angry with what he had experienced, not able to get past that hatred for the fire mages. He still blamed them for taking his family from him, and it was possible that he would never change, that he would never let go of that.

      “I focus on my sister,” Nick said.

      Fes patted his arm, half afraid that Nick might do something foolish, but when he looked over at Fes, there was nothing but a certain sense of acceptance in his eyes.

      Maybe Fes was wrong. Maybe Nick had accepted what had happened to him. Maybe he no longer felt the same way about the fire mages, the time spent with Jayell and learning about what the fire mages could do having tempered that motion. Or maybe Nick simply put on a face for the emperor. That was just as likely as anything else.

      “I think it comes down to holding something that you value when you feel the effect.”

      “If only we had some way of testing,” the emperor said.

      Fes glanced past him, looking at Azithan. “There might be a way of testing.”

      He stood and went over to Azithan. He approached carefully, feeling the power of their spell building, realizing that Azithan and Jayell worked together, holding the spell between them. It was complicated, the intricacy of the spell more than he had detected from Jayell before, and he wondered if this were practice or whether there was some purpose to the spell. Maybe Azithan was creating a protection around the campsite.

      “When you’re ready, they would like to practice.”

      Azithan hesitated and streamers of magic swirled, streaking up his arms before shooting back out of his fingertips. “You understand that I can’t reveal this,” Azithan said.

      “I understand that the emperor needs to know whether or not his defenses are effective. I’ve wanted to have some way of practicing, and now it seems that I do.”

      Azithan frowned. “What you ask puts me in a difficult spot.”

      “Why?”

      Azithan’s gaze flickered over to the emperor and Jaken. “They don’t know.”

      Fes smiled. “You have never told them what you do? What you can be?”

      “There’s no point,” Azithan said.

      “Oh, I think there is a point. If you wanted him to understand his abilities, and he wanted to have some way of protecting himself, this is how you’ll do it. That is the point.”

      Azithan sighed and lowered his hands, the magic in them flickering out. He nodded to Jayell. “You have grown much more skilled than what I was expecting.”

      She frowned at him. “And why would you expect anything?”

      “We have always kept tabs on those with potential. Anyone who might be useful is brought to the palace, and we use them to help us with our protections. Elorayne believed that you would have such potential, but I think she expected it would take much more time. From what I can tell, you would be useful to us soon—quite soon.”

      Jayell glanced over at Fes before looking at Azithan. “I don’t like the idea of being considered useful.”

      “I think you are mistaking what I’m saying,” Azithan said. “I’m not implying that we would use you, only that you have potential that could be useful to the empire.”

      “You aren’t explaining yourself any better,” Fes said.

      Azithan stared at her for a moment before nodding. “Perhaps I should only say that you are valued. Your worth was recognized. And we have always thought that you would be helpful to the empire.”

      Jayell stared at Azithan for a moment, not saying anything. Finally, Azithan turned and went with Fes.

      “That one can be difficult,” Azithan said.

      “Don’t let her hear you saying that. She doesn’t know what she’s meant to do. She left the fire mage temple because she thought that they devalued the dragons, and joined the priesthood because she believes that she could do more good serving the priests. Learning that the dragons aren’t gone has changed things for her.”

      When Fes brought Azithan back to sit in front of the emperor, he took a seat. The emperor looked over at Azithan before turning his attention to Fes. “What’s this about?”

      “You wanted to practice.”

      “Azithan?”

      Azithan met the emperor’s gaze, nodding slowly. “I have some ability that is similar to the Damhur. It would allow us the chance to test whether the techniques Fes teaches will be effective or not.”

      Jaken watched Azithan, suspicion burning in his eyes.

      Azithan began his Calling.

      It was not focused, not the way that one of the Damhur would have been focused. With the Damhur, Fes wasn’t necessarily aware of others being Called, not if they didn’t want to focus their attention on him. With Azithan, it was a widespread effect, and it rolled over him with nearly as much power as it struck the emperor. Fes focused, shielding his mind the way that he knew that he needed to, and watched as the other Deshazl sat more stiffly around the fire, most of them likely pulling on the connections that allowed them to resist the effect of the Calling.

      Within it was the sense of a command. It was nothing more than that, only a sense that he should do what Azithan wanted. And all that Azithan asked was for them to stand.

      The emperor and Jaken both stood. Slowly, the Deshazl sitting around the fire also stood. Only Fes remained seated.

      “You need to focus on yourself,” Fes said.

      “How are you resisting?” the emperor asked.

      “Because his request is mild compared to some of the other requests the Damhur would send you. They would force you to do more than only stand. Most of them cloud your mind so that you want nothing more than to serve them. Be thankful that this was what Azithan chose to demonstrate with.”

      The emperor stared at Azithan and didn’t blink. “I… I can’t sit.”

      “You need to find some part of yourself.”

      “What if I can’t?”

      “If you can’t, then you won’t be able to find any way to shield your mind.”

      The emperor clenched his jaw and Fes wondered what he was thinking. What would he use to find himself? What did the emperor identify with?

      As he stared, there came a different sense, a distant sense, but it built steadily, rising in intensity.

      He wasn’t the only one to feel it.

      “Fes?” Celine said.

      Nick leapt to his feet, his sword coming unsheathed, and Fes joined him.

      Azithan dropped his Calling and turned to face Fes. “What is it?”

      Fes looked out into the night, aware of the effect of the Calling, but uncertain where it was coming from.

      “It seems that the Damhur have found us. And we need to keep them from getting the dragon heart.”
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      As he unsheathed his sword, Fes expected a greater response from the Deshazl, but there was nothing but silence. He frowned, turning to look at Jaken and the Deshazl. “We need to be ready.”

      No one answered.

      “Azithan?”

      Azithan glanced over at Fes. “This isn’t me.”

      “Is there anything you can do to prevent the Calling from succeeding?”

      “I’m not sure. I don’t have enough control over it when I do it to know.”

      Fes had detected what Azithan was doing with his Calling, and it was not nearly as potent as that of the Damhur. Azithan had some control, but his was strength without focus, whereas the Damhur had strength and focus. It put them into a difficult situation, and Fes worried that it would come down to him finding a way to prevent the attack.

      The pressure from the Calling continued to build.

      Other than Jaken, the rest of the Dragon Guard didn’t appear effected. That, at least, was good.

      “See if you can’t hold them here,” Fes said.

      “Fezarn?” Azithan said.

      Fes shook his head. “Try to hold them. If you can’t, we won’t be able to keep the emperor. The power of the Calling will be too much.”

      Azithan nodded, and all of a sudden, Fes felt the pressure from Azithan’s Calling. It built suddenly, a demand that he stay motionless. It took every ounce of focus for Fes to ignore the effect of the Calling.

      “Good,” he said.

      Azithan watched him for a moment. “It impresses me that you are able to withstand this.”

      “You’ll be more impressed when you see the person who taught me,” Fes said.

      Turning to Jayell, he wondered if she would be of any help. The Damhur had fire mages with them, it might be that she had no way of countering their magic, but having her with him provided Fes with one additional benefit. The fire magic helped him ignore the effect of the Calling, and if it came to it, he wanted to have that help.

      “I’ll come with you,” she said.

      Fes hadn’t even needed to ask, and was thankful for that.

      Would the Dragon Guards come with him? He wasn’t certain, especially as the emperor and Jaken were both seemingly incapacitated. If they wouldn’t, Fes would be forced to confront the Damhur himself, and depending on how many Damhur were there, it might be more than he could withstand.

      Fes went to one of the Dragon Guard, a man he didn’t know. Maybe he should have spent more time conversing with the Dragon Guard during the journey, but he hadn’t. Then again, Fes hadn’t expected to come into contact with the Damhur. It was a risk, but they were still too close to the capital to think it was much of a real danger.

      “I’m going to need your help,” he said to the man.

      The man was muscular, reminding Fes of Tracen. Deep blue eyes glittered with the reflected light off the campfire.

      “With what?” the man asked.

      “The emperor has been influenced by outside attackers.”

      The man looked at the emperor, frowning for a moment. “He seems fine.”

      “Fine?” Fes asked. “Look at him. He hasn’t moved.”

      The Dragon Guard glanced from the emperor to Fes. “What did you do to him?”

      “I haven’t done anything to him. This is the attackers. This is what we are going to try to prevent. This is why he’s remained protected within the palace for all the years that he has. And now I need your help to get him to safety.”

      The soldier looked around, and Fes began to think that he wouldn’t help. And why would he? As far as he knew, Fes was nothing more than a thief who worked for Azithan, and there would be no reason to listen to Fes.

      He should have worked with Jaken more, convincing him to have the Dragon Guard follow him if it came to it.

      If they survived this, he would have that conversation, but first, he had to get them out of here to safety.

      “Listen. What’s your name?”

      The man glared at Fes for a moment. “Jorma.”

      “Jorma. I know that you serve the emperor.” Jorma glared at him again. “I only want to help the emperor. You know that he is following me on this task. He wouldn’t have done that if he didn’t trust me.”

      Jorma frowned, watching Fes suspiciously. The power from the Calling continued to build, and there wouldn’t be much more time.

      “Go with him,” Azithan snapped. “Take the rest of the guard and follow Fezarn.”

      Jorma glanced at the fire mage, holding him with a long expression for a few moments before turning to the emperor. “You will keep them safe?”

      “As safe as I can,” Azithan said.

      The fire mage might be strong enough to withstand the Damhur attack, and he might be beneficial, and perhaps even powerful enough to overcome their Calling, but Fes needed to keep Azithan where he was so that he could continue to resist the Calling. He needed the emperor to remain here.

      “Where?” Jorma said.

      “Somewhere nearby,” Fes said. He wasn’t entirely certain where, but the sense of the Calling continued to build, and he knew that it would be close—much closer than it should have been.

      Fes nodded to Jayell and they started away from the camp. Fes couldn’t shake the sense that he was abandoning the emperor, but he knew that they would be defeated if they did nothing. Fes wasn’t willing to simply sit back and do nothing, not with the emperor needing help, and not with the potential fate of the dragon at risk.

      As they ran, putting the campfire behind them, Fes focused on the sense of the Calling, keeping that awareness within himself. If nothing else, he wanted to be ready to attack, and he held his sword gripped in both hands, squeezing it as he ran. The Dragon Guards followed, all of them with weapons unsheathed. Jayell kept pace and Fes made a point of not trying to run too quickly for her, not wanting to outrun the Dragon Guards.

      The sense of the Calling pulled on him, practically dragging him away.

      Jayell began to draw upon the power of a spell. Fes glanced over at her, noticed that she had one hand in the pocket of her cloak and faint light streamed from it, likely emanating from the dragon pearl she clutched. The power pulsing from the pearl was faint at first and she wrapped a protective barrier around them. It would provide some protection, but not nearly as much as they might need. They had experience with the Damhur using their specialized weapons to pierce through fire mage barriers, and Fes worried that they might be unprepared, but it was better than having no protections at all.

      In the distance, he caught sight of shadows moving.

      A caravan of wagons crawled across the countryside. There were dozens—possibly nearly a hundred—and almost as many soldiers with them.

      Fes called a halt.

      “This is too many,” Jayell said.

      “Too many what?” Jorma asked. “Are you concerned about the wagons? In my experience, the wagons generally represent noncombatants.”

      Fes nodded. “Likely that is true, but think of what happened to the emperor. Those wagons will hold nearly one hundred just like him. All of them can be controlled and can be used to attack, and all of them are nothing more than people of the empire who have been twisted and used, most of them unwillingly.”

      Jorma sighed. “How many of the soldiers do we need to worry about?”

      “There will be skilled fighters. The only other time I’ve faced this many of them was when they attacked the fire mage temple.”

      Fes stared, trying to keep a count of how many of the Damhur there were, and he got to well over one hundred before he stopped. He looked at the Dragon Guard with him. Even with Jayell using her spells, they would be significantly outnumbered.

      Could thirteen of them be enough?

      Not against a hundred.

      It would require him to draw upon his Deshazl magic, and even if he did, he wasn’t sure that he would be strong enough to free the Deshazl in the wagons.

      Worse, it wasn’t about freeing the Deshazl. It was about keeping the emperor safe, getting him and Jaken away from the Damhur.

      “We can’t attack,” he said to Jayell.

      She took his hand and squeezed. “I don’t think that we can. There’s not enough of us, and they are far too prepared for whatever we might throw at them.”

      “I thought you said there were people of the empire within that caravan,” Jorma said.

      “I think there are,” Fes said. He couldn’t prove it, but the power of the Calling suggested that to be the case. This close, he could feel the effect, and it seemed to demand that he go with the caravan, nothing more. They were using it to ensure that no one else escaped.

      They had learned.

      Fes didn’t know whether to be impressed or troubled. If they had learned, it meant that they were prepared for another attack, and the fact that they came with as many people as they did suggested that they didn’t fear the Dragon Guard coming upon them. And had it not been for his need, and the desire to reach the Deshazl village, Fes wouldn’t have come this way.

      “We need to go back and carry them away,” Fes said.

      Jorma glanced over. “You intend to run?”

      “I intend to make sure the emperor gets through this safely. If we get far enough away from this Calling, I think we can keep him safe, but in order to do so, we need to get him away—far away—from the Damhur.”

      Jorma regarded Fes for a moment before motioning, and the Dragon Guard turned, heading back toward the campfire.

      Fes hesitated.

      Jayell rested her hand on his arm, watching him. “There really is nothing that you can do,” she said.

      “They are all Deshazl.”

      “You don’t even know how many Deshazl are in those wagons. They could be empty like the last time.”

      Fes stared at them. The wagons moved steadily northwest, and at their pace, they would eventually come upon the campsite, which meant that they needed to return and get moving—heading south and away from the Damhur—before they reached the emperor. Fes hated the idea of running, but at the same time, what choice did he have?

      “Look at how many soldiers they have with them. They aren’t empty.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I don’t know that,” Fes agreed.

      He tore his gaze away and turned back toward the campsite, running, Jayell keeping pace with him and anger seething through him. It caused a surge in his Deshazl connection, that magic that seemed bound to the blood running through him, a connection that supposedly was tied to the dragons, and because of that connection, Fes should be able to do more—and be more—and instead… Instead he ran.

      And in running, he betrayed people who needed him.

      Anger at himself joined the rage that seethed every time he thought of wrongs that had been done to people he risked caring about. Now he felt irritation at himself.

      “It’s not your fault,” Jayell whispered.

      The words seemed shouted, and he knew that they shouldn’t, knew that it shouldn’t matter, especially considering how he could do nothing against as many soldiers were down there, not without others to fight.

      And his Deshazl—those who had chosen to fight with him—had been helpless, affected by the Calling in such a way that they could barely even move. Had it not been for Azithan, they would have joined the Damhur. Shouldn’t Fes be thankful for the fact that he was able to keep them safe?

      He should, but that didn’t change the way he felt.

      It was the same reason they hid the dragon. They feared what the Damhur might do, the way that they might use the dragon, Calling to him, drawing him away and forcing the dragon to attack. Fes had been there when the dragon had risen, had seen the power within the creature and how helpless he had been when Called by the Damhur. How could he expect anything else?

      No—running was what the Deshazl had to do.

      And he hated himself for it.

      Jayell squeezed his hand and heat surged, her spell wrapping around them in a protective layer. It did nothing to staunch the anger that washed through him.

      When they reached the campsite, the Dragon Guard had already begun to prepare the horses. Azithan stood, his body rigid, the effort of his Calling evident in the stiffness of his posture and the bead of sweat on his brow.

      “There’s too many,” Fes said to Azithan.

      “That’s what I hear. You think you can outrun the Calling?”

      “I don’t know that we have much choice,” Fes said.

      He glanced at Jayell. “Can you extinguish the fire?”

      The rage within him dissipated when he saw the Deshazl and the emperor. They were his responsibility as much as the rest of the Deshazl, the people who were trapped in that caravan, and regardless of what he might be able to do, he could save his people, and he could keep the emperor safe.

      That had to be enough.

      Jayell pulled on a spell, working it so that it drew the heat out of the fire, leaving it dimming and then extinguishing it with a flash.

      “I am barely holding on,” Azithan said.

      “Hold on as long as you can,” Fes said. “If we can get far enough away, the effect of the Calling should be mitigated.”

      “Are you certain they aren’t aware of our presence?”

      “I’m not certain of anything, Azithan. All I know is that if we stay here, we run the risk of the emperor being Called, and we run the risk of the Damhur getting a prize greater than they would have imagined.”

      “The emperor is no prize,” Azithan said.

      “He might not be, but can you honestly tell me that the empire wouldn’t trade the dragon for the emperor?”

      Azithan met Fes’s gaze, and after a moment, he shook his head.

      “That’s my thought.”

      They managed to get seated on the horses and started off. Fes held the reins of four of the Deshazl, guiding them. Jayell took the reins of two others, while Azithan took the emperor and Jaken’s horses. The Dragon Guard flanked out around them, providing protection. They headed straight south. This direction should lead them in a way that would carry them away from the Damhur, and they started quickly, hooves thundering across the ground. There was nothing to be done about the sound, and Fes ignored the discomfort within him that he felt at the fact that they were making so much noise.

      “We have riders,” someone called.

      Fes turned back and saw soldiers approaching. They were mounted and coming quickly, almost more quickly than the Dragon Guard and Fes, with the others, could accommodate.

      “Can you do anything?” he asked Azithan.

      “Not like this. I’m holding onto my attempts to prevent them from riding off. The longer that I hold it, the more that I’m aware that I’m fighting something—someone—much more powerful than me.”

      Fes turned to Jayell. “We need a spell.”

      She pulled out one of the dragon pearls, squeezing it in her hand. Streamers of orange swirled around her hand and she pointed her other hand behind her. Explosions rocked the ground.

      Fes handed the reins of the horses he guided to Azithan. “Keep riding. Jayell will show you where to go when you get far enough.”

      “Fezarn?” Azithan asked.

      “Jorma. Come with me.”

      The Dragon Guard looked at the others before peeling off, and he and Fes rode hard back toward the attackers.

      “There are ten of them and only two of us,” Jorma said.

      “I would say that represents pretty even odds.”

      Jorma frowned.

      As they neared, Fes leapt from the saddle, pulling his sword from the sheath and drawing his Deshazl magic through him, sending it out an explosive blast that rocketed toward the ground, sending the attackers scattering. They focused on Fes, turning toward him, and he cut with his sword, slashing through them. He hacked down the horses, bringing them down first, before moving on to the riders, carving through three of the Damhur soldiers.

      Two managed to veer away and Fes turned to them and had started to focus his Deshazl magic when a blast struck them.

      Jayell.

      Fes jumped, pulling on his Deshazl magic, landing near the two men. One was trapped under his horse so Fes sliced through his neck, decapitating him. He turned to the other and jabbed him in the chest.

      As he turned back to the remaining attackers, he saw that Jorma was managing well. He had brought down two, leaving three remaining, circling him.

      Fes raced toward them, screaming. One of them looked up, giving Jorma an opening, and he cut the man down. The other two pressed in and Fes saw the sword heading toward Jorma’s arm. He sent out a blast of power that exploded into the man’s chest.

      Jorma cut the other man down, and Fes reached the one he’d caught with the Deshazl blast and carved through him.

      Jorma looked over at Fes. “Are you some sort of fire mage?”

      Fes shook his head. “I’m not a fire mage, and we need to get back to the others.”

      He reached his horse and Jorma got to his, but another cluster of riders appeared.

      Fes glanced over at Jorma. “Well?”

      Jorma looked back at the group, noticing them disappearing into the distance. “I suppose they need us to keep them from getting caught.”

      “I think they do,” Fes said.

      He turned to face the oncoming riders, and as he did, he felt the effect of a Calling.

      The power of it almost overwhelmed him. Whoever was out there built it with incredible power, and he searched the cluster of riders, noticing the person in the middle, surrounded by the soldiers.

      “We need to stop her first,” he said, pointing the woman out.

      “Her rather than the soldiers?” Jorma asked.

      “She’s more dangerous than the soldiers, at least to the emperor.”

      Jorma nodded.

      Fes threw himself forward and sent an explosive blast of his Deshazl magic at them.

      His strength waned, the effort of using the explosion taxing him and leaving him weakened. He needed to be more careful and selective with how he used his magic. If it failed him, he didn’t know whether he would be strong enough—or quick enough—to survive. Deshazl magic granted him the speed and strength that he needed when fighting.

      If he failed, he would fail those who relied upon him. If he failed, he would fail those who needed him.

      Like he had almost failed Indra. Like he had failed his brother.

      Fes roared and jumped, carrying himself out of the saddle and into the midst of the oncoming group of attackers. He slashed with his sword, cutting down one man, reaching for his dagger and holding the sword in one hand, the dagger in the other. He fought with a feral rage, letting all the anger and hatred filling him boil out, spilling into the attackers.

      The Calling slammed into him.

      Fes almost froze but he focused his mind, repeating his name at the back of his mind: Fezarn.

      The effect of the Calling slipped and Fes threw his dagger, tossing it end over end until it slammed into the woman’s chest.

      She grabbed it and pulled it free, holding it up with a hint of a smile.

      Had he missed?

      No. The dagger hadn’t missed, but it had met a fire mage shield.

      She tossed the dagger to the ground.

      “The stories of the tarshel prove to be true.”

      Fes tried to move but his body didn’t want to respond. The effect of the Calling was powerful—more powerful than any of the other Calls that he had been subjected to. He focused on himself, repeating his name over and over, giving himself some freedom. Each of the surrounding attackers approached, and if he weren’t careful, they would reach him and bring him back to the caravan, throwing him in chains and confining him, dragging him wherever they traveled.

      Would that be so bad?

      Fes pushed that thought away. That was part of the Call, and he knew it, just as he knew that he needed to fight, to escape, but how?

      Where was Jorma?

      Had the man been captured?

      Fes shouldn’t be reliant upon the Dragon Guard, not when it came to his safety and the safety of the people he traveled with. He should have known better than to trust the Dragon Guard. He should have known better than to believe that anyone within the empire would want what was in his best interest. The Damhur did. All he had to do was serve, to allow them to command him, and he would find pleasure unlike anything that he had ever experienced.

      Fezarn.

      He screamed the name in the back of his mind, and it released him.

      The woman watched him, amusement in her eyes.

      “Yes. You are quite the powerful one. You will be of much use to us.”

      Fes screamed, spinning with his sword and striking the nearest attacker. Two of them carried dragonglass swords. Distantly, he knew that meant they were Deshazl, but he wouldn’t allow himself to be caught up in that. No, he needed to focus on getting to safety, on helping his friends, on escaping.

      He slashed through them and the two men fell. Rage boiled within him, and Fes did not hold it back. He pushed it out of himself and it exploded away.

      He was left with a staggering weakness, but Fes ignored it, carving through the remaining attackers before reaching the woman.

      She simply stared at him. “You will serve,” she said.

      The Calling slammed into him, almost overwhelming his sense of self.

      “I serve only myself,” he said.

      He tried to raise his sword, but his arms didn’t work.

      “Even the strongest of the tarshel fall when faced with the right person. And while I will admit that you are strong, you aren’t the strongest. There are others who rival your strength, but I suspect that you could be taught, and with instruction, perhaps you might be able to rival some of the others.” She smiled at him, and Fes hated the expression on her face.

      Why wouldn’t his sword move?

      She climbed from her saddle and touched him, her fingers tracing along his arms. “A strong one, and one with much ferocity. You will be quite the prize.”

      Fes’s body tingled where she touched him and he couldn’t deny that a part of him wanted nothing more than to do as she asked, to serve, and to find some way of pleasing her, but no, he needed to fight.

      Fezarn.

      He said his name, deep in the back of his mind, trying to uproot the effect of her Calling, but it was difficult to do so. She was incredibly skilled, and the power she exerted on him was almost more than he could withstand.

      She stopped face to face with him, smiling. “You will come with me. And then, once you are trained, you will tell me why you are out here and where the others have gone.”

      “No,” Fes said.

      “You should get used to the fact that you will not get to say that any longer.”

      “No,” Fes said.

      She smiled, her expression mocking him.

      He wanted to move, wanted to fight, and knew that he should be able to, but why wouldn’t his body work? Why wouldn’t it answer?

      And he had thought that he would somehow be able to teach the dragon? He couldn’t even overpower one of the Damhur by himself.

      Where was Jorma?

      If the man would appear, maybe he would attack her, and maybe he could help Fes escape.

      Only… Fes knew that there was no escape. Not from this woman.

      She touched her finger along the side of his cheek. “Come with me.”

      She turned away, putting her back to him, and climbed back into the saddle. Fes tried to move away, to run, but everything in his being wanted to go with her.

      Distantly, his mind cried out, rebelling, trying to scream out his name, but it failed.

      Not wanting to, Fes found himself following and going with the woman.
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      As they rode, Fes sat stiffly in the saddle, trying to fight the effects of this Call, but his body still didn’t respond. She hadn’t even taken his sword away from him, and he remembered his discarded dagger, hating the fact that it had been left behind but knowing there was nothing that he could do about it.

      He’d now lost both daggers—the only reminders he had of his parents—because of the Damhur.

      “Tell me about the others.”

      Fes blinked, opening his mouth before slamming it shut. He had that much fight in him, at least.

      The woman glanced over. Her face was lovely, her cheeks high, her golden hair falling down her back in a braid, and she twisted her lips in a hint of a frown. Pain surged through him at the sight of her frown. He wanted nothing more than to please her, and in order to do so, he needed to share, to tell her what he knew.

      Only… If he did, he knew that he would betray everyone and everything that he cared about.

      “You will find that it is uncomfortable for you to disobey,” she said.

      “I’m not going to tell you what you want,” he managed to get out. He would keep the dragon—dragons—from them.

      They rode slowly, heading north, and not with any sort of urgent pace. It was almost as if she wanted to use the time that she had with Fes.

      And he suspected that she did. She was bringing him to the others, and when he got there, when she had him with the Damhur, she would continue to control him, to train him.

      He was an animal.

      Her animal.

      For some reason, that didn’t bother him nearly as much as it should. He knew that it should, but he wasn’t able to summon the necessary emotions in order to rebel against that.

      “Many of you tried to resist. I’ve seen it often enough that we have a name for it. Do you know what that name is?”

      Fes shook his head, not wanting to, but not able to do anything else.

      “We call it verilahn. Many think to do as you do and try to resist us, but they, like you, fail. They, like you, quickly come to learn that there is no resisting when it comes to the connection we share.”

      “We share nothing,” Fes said.

      “Do you really believe that?” She looked over at him and smiled sadly. “Do you understand how much that hurts?”

      With the question, pain surged through Fes. He tried to ignore it, but the pain that he felt was nothing like anything he had ever experienced.

      What was she doing to him?

      She watched him, seeming as if she were trying to gauge how he would react, and when he didn’t seem to react the way she wanted, she smiled sadly again.

      And again, pain flashed through him, filling him.

      In that moment, Fes wanted nothing more than for that pain to go away, for it to disappear and to leave him with relief. In that moment, he would have done anything, said anything, to make it go away.

      And yet, deep within him, he felt the desire to continue to serve his friends. If nothing else, he could resist, even if it were only a minor resistance. He might be forced to go with her, unable to control his body, but he could control his mind.

      Somehow, he had to maintain that connection. He had to maintain that sense of self long enough that he was able to overpower what she was trying to do to him. If he could, he should be able to fight, to oppose her magic and the effect of the Calling.

      The woman frowned. “You may call me Mistress, and when you begin to please me, I will give you a different name.”

      Desire surged within him. He wanted nothing more than to have her, to claim her, to possess her, and mixed with that was the desire to do exactly as she said, to have her name.

      “Why are you doing this?” he managed to ask.

      She chuckled, smiling at him again. “Why? Because you live to serve. That is your role, is it not?”

      “My role is to my people.”

      “Your people. Yes. I believe you call them Deshazl.” She spat the name and frowned in a distasteful expression. “Do you understand what Deshazl means? Do you know what it is that you claim to be?

      Fes glared at her. He tried to resist answering, but it seemed as if he had to answer—as if he wanted to answer. “We have the blood of dragons.”

      Her expression soured again, and once again, Fes felt the urge to do something different—to say something different—to please her. How could he be so willing to upset her? Why was he doing this to himself? All he had to do was say what she wanted to hear, to share the truth about the Deshazl, to even tell her about the emperor—or the dragon. Any of that would please her. It would have to, only… If he did that, he betrayed himself more fully than he had so far. So far, he had managed to maintain that part of himself, but how long would that last? The moment that he shared the truth about the dragons, the moment that he betrayed the emperor, was the moment that he fully betrayed himself.

      As he looked at her, he knew that he could not betray himself. Whatever else happened, he had to maintain that sense of self, only Fes wasn’t sure that he knew how. Arudis had given him ways to do so, but Arudis had told him that he would be able to withstand the effect of the Calling, and so far, he not only could not, the longer that he was subjected to it, the more he started to think that he did not want to.

      She watched him, almost as if she knew the thoughts going through his head. And maybe she did. Maybe she understood the effect she was having on him. He suspected that she knew full well what she was doing, and the way that she pulled on him, and that as much as anything sent a renewed surge of anger through him.

      He would not be her animal.

      He was not an animal. He was Fezarn, and he was Deshazl.

      “The blood of dragons, which means that you are animals. I believe that your people like to train dogs?”

      The question was jarring, not the least because Fes had no experience with training dogs. Others within the empire did, and there were plenty of people who taught dogs to hunt with them, but Fes had never been one of them.

      In that moment, he had a resurgence of his identity. It was almost as if she allowed him to take a grasping grip of himself, and Fes held onto it, squeezing that sense, holding it.

      “It is my experience that your people are much like that. It is my experience that your people are little more than dogs, similar to the creatures that you try to train in your empire.”

      She said empire in a way that was filled with irritation. Fes wanted to take that irritation away from her, to do anything that would make her happy once more, and he turned to her, trying to think what it was that he could do or say that might change her mind about the empire.

      “You will be trained, and you will serve. You will be pleased with your service. I am a kind mistress, especially if you obey.” She looked over at him, smiling for a moment. “If you choose not to obey, you will find that I can be angry, and as you have seen, you do not want to anger me.”

      Heat built from her, and as she said it, Fes felt the sudden desire to ensure that she wasn’t angry. Pain surged through him, and he felt a moment where he knew that he needed to do exactly as she asked. If he did, then she would let him serve. He could serve her well. He knew that he could.

      He wanted to please her. That thought came through him, stronger than anything else, and if he did, he would be rewarded. Fes wanted that reward, wanted to know her happiness, knowing that when she was happy, he would be happy.

      She looked at him, watching, smiling.

      How could he ever have thought about displeasing her? Any time the thought of it came to him, pain came to him. Fes didn’t want that pain. He wanted to know pleasure, and wanted her to know pleasure. If he was a good servant, both of them could find pleasure. Isn’t that what he wanted?

      What was he doing?

      Where did that question come from?

      It seemed to come from deep within him, deep enough that Fes was barely certain whether or not it wasn’t him who asked whether it came from his mistress. All he had to do was answer her summons, to please her, and he would be rewarded. Wasn’t that what he wanted?

      How could he not? The reward from the Mistress was valuable. He wasn’t certain how he knew that, only that he was aware that all he wanted to do was please her.

      Fezarn.

      The name called out in his mind, and he wondered why. Whose name was it?

      Fezarn.

      It came again, this time with more urgency and force.

      He blinked, pushing away the thoughts that were trying to overpower him.

      He was Fezarn.

      That was what he was in danger of forgetting, and he couldn’t allow himself to forget, couldn’t allow himself to be drawn into her spell. And it was a spell.

      That, as much as anything, helped him.

      If it was a spell, there would be a way of cutting through it, the same way he experienced cutting through fire mage spells. How could he do so with this one?

      He had to find the key, some way of cutting through her spell so that he could free himself from her attack.

      If he could maintain his identity a little longer, he would be able to resist, wouldn’t he? But the longer that he was with her, the more the power of her Calling continued to seduce him.

      It was a continual pressure, a presence, almost as if it tried to fill his mind, and as much as he attempted to fight it, it took a continued effort on his part.

      He wasn’t strong enough.

      He had exerted too much of himself, using too much of his Deshazl connection in order to cut through the men guarding her, and without that, he wasn’t able to overpower her.

      And did he really want to?

      The thought intruded upon him, coming to him with a hint of power.

      No. That was the Calling.

      Fezarn.

      He focused on his name.

      For some reason, that wasn’t enough. Why wouldn’t it be enough? Why couldn’t it be enough? When he had resisted the effect of the Calling before, using his name had always been enough.

      But then, that had been when he had wanted nothing more than to serve himself, and at some point, that had changed, hadn’t it?

      What did the others do? How was it that they managed to resist the effect of the Damhur Calling?

      Nick had used his sister. Others had used loved ones.

      Only Fes had focused on himself.

      In the past, that had always been the case. He had always focused on himself, wanting nothing more than to make certain that he was safe, but now, he wanted to do something different. He wanted to help others, and it meant that he wanted to be something more than alone.

      The Mistress watched him, almost as if feeling his resistance.

      If it failed—if he failed—then others would suffer. Fes couldn’t allow that to happen.

      He needed to know the key to resisting the effect of the Calling. If it involved focusing on himself, then that was perhaps the answer. But maybe… Maybe he was focusing on what he cared about. And if that was the key, what did Fes care about? He had begun to care about Jayell. Would thinking about her make a difference?

      He had begun caring about the Deshazl. They counted on him, depending on him to keep them safe, so would that be enough?

      He had begun caring about the dragon.

      For some reason, more than anything, that filled him with heat.

      With the heat, he was able to push back the effect of the Calling.

      It happened slowly, terribly slowly, almost as if he were peeling away some part of himself, leaving it raw and painful.

      “You continue to resist. In time, you will learn that there is no resistance. In time, you will come to understand that any attempt to resist only brings you pain.”

      For a moment—the briefest flash of moments—Fes felt pain. As he did, he continued to focus on the sense of the dragon, his desire to protect the dragon, along with his desire to help the Deshazl and Jayell and the emperor.

      All of that had become a part of him.

      It surprised him as much as anything. At some point, he had become a different person. Strangely, that was the person that Alison had always wanted him to be.

      Why did that thought come to him?

      It intruded, drawing his attention, and he pushed it away.

      The Mistress looked over at him. Had he pushed too hard?

      It was possible that he had. It was possible that she was aware that he now ignored her Calling.

      His body still didn’t work, but Fes had to hope that it would in time. The longer that he managed to resist, the more that he was able to suppress the effect of the Calling, the more he thought he would be able to oppose her.

      And if he couldn’t?

      He would be trapped. It would be a strange prison. So far, his mind was free, but how long would that be the case? How long would it be until the effect of her Calling overtook his mind, stealing any awareness from him?

      He couldn’t think like that. He had to think about his people. He had to think about the people that he cared about. He had to think about everything that he hadn’t wanted to be.

      “Your resistance will fall.”

      As she said it, the caravan of wagons came into view.

      He was too late. His attempt to resist and escape had failed. Now that he was with the Damhur, there would be nothing that he could do, no way for him to escape, and worse, there would be others in that caravan who could Call.

      How long could he resist them?

      Would the combined effort of their Calling be too much?

      He didn’t know enough about the workings of a Calling, only that when he’d faced them before, he had managed to ignore it, but now he no longer believed that he could, certainly not the way that he needed to.

      They reached the inside of the caravan and she guided him toward the head of it. Three women, all with golden braids, looked over.

      “Liza,” one of the women said. “What is this?”

      The Mistress—Liza—motioned toward Fes. “This is the tarshel who has opposed us.”

      The lead woman studied Fes the same way that Fes had seen horse masters studying horses. She was slightly older than Liza, and wrinkles dimpled the corners of her eyes, but there was strength within her gaze. This was a powerful woman, and he could feel the effect of her Calling joining that of Liza’s.

      “How did you managed to take him? Others have tried and—”

      “Others have not had the same control, Mother.”

      The woman grinned. “He was with them. He can lead us to the creature.”

      “That is why I thought it imperative to capture him. I have already begun his training and—”

      The older woman shook her head. “He is too powerful, even for you, Liza. I will take over his training.”

      Fes tried to move. His arms were locked in place and he could do nothing.

      More than ever, he was thankful that they hadn’t attempted to attack this caravan. They would have failed, and all of them would have been slaughtered—including Jayell.

      “Too powerful? Look at him, Mother. I have already begun his training.”

      “And he continues to resist. Do you think that you can suppress his connection?”

      “I already have,” Liza said.

      “We will see,” her mother said.

      “You will let me have him?”

      “For now. I will keep my touch on him.”

      Liza frowned but her mother had turned away and Fes doubted that she had seen it.

      There was discord here, and when there was discord, Fes hoped that he could take advantage of it, even though he wondered whether or not it would be possible to do so.

      “Now that we have him, should we turn back?”

      “Why don’t you ask him, Daughter.”

      Liza stared at Fes, and the power of her Calling built. Had it only been her, he might have been able to resist, but as it was, it was joined by the effect of her mother, and the cumulative effect was too much. As much as he wanted to fight and resist, he couldn’t. It wasn’t in him, not against this much power. All of it pressed in upon him, almost all of it too much, and he felt the desire to serve, to do what they wanted, and nearly lost himself.

      But he didn’t.

      Somehow, he continued to maintain that connection to himself, and he continued to hold onto the focus, the sense of self, and used that to push some of the Calling away. Not all of it. If he had managed to push all of it away, he would have been freed from their touch, but hopefully he pushed enough of it away that he could fight.

      Liza stared at him. Did she know how he resisted?

      Fes flickered his gaze toward her mother and thought he saw a glimmer of recognition in her eyes. She knew.

      A surge of Calling came, this time from her mother.

      It overwhelmed Fes, obliterating every part of him.

      “Where is the creature?” Liza asked him.

      Fes answered. He didn’t want to, and he knew that he shouldn’t, and a distant and deeply suppressed part of him hated the fact that he did, but still he answered.

      “The forest,” he whispered.

      No!

      Liza looked over to her mother, beaming. “See? He can be trained.”

      Her mother stared at Fes, and while he feared the strength of Liza, there was something in her mother’s eyes that terrified him.

      She was powerful. She was the one he needed to be careful with, and she was the one who would overpower any ability he had to resist.

      “Yes, Daughter, I see what you have done. You may continue to train him, but I will be there, watching. And if somehow he manages to escape from your training, he will be given to Kathes.”

      One of the other women smiled, and another surge of Calling came from her. Like her mother, Kathes was powerful, and perhaps even more so than Liza.

      Fes would have to play this the right way. If he didn’t, if he slipped up, he would be handed to someone who would overpower him, someone who would be strong enough to force him to do exactly what they wanted. At least with Liza, Fes had the hope of escape, however dim it might be. If he were taken for training by one of the others, would he have that same hope?

      Looking at Kathes and then her mother, Fes knew that he wouldn’t.

      Somehow, he not only needed to suppress the effect of the Calling without them knowing, but he had to escape. How was he going to do that? How would he find a way free of them?

      And how would he prevent them from reaching the dragon?
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      The caravan stopped, and Fes wondered what they would do next. Would they allow him to sleep and eat? When he’d been trapped by the Damhur before, his experience had been different than what he had begun to experience now. The last time, Fes had managed to escape long before they had a chance to torment him, but he had seen the way that others had been treated by them. Most had been chained in their wagon, offered very little for food, and treated no differently than the animal that they considered the Deshazl to be. Fes kept waiting for Liza to toss him into the back of one of the wagons, chain him into place, and leave him, but she hadn’t.

      He didn’t know whether to be thankful or scared.

      Did that mean that Liza felt that he was completely controlled?

      She made him take a seat next to his horse. Fes couldn’t have resisted if he had wanted to. She had him wait an unknown duration of time before she returned, handing him a bowl of mush. Fes stared at it. “I can’t eat this,” he said.

      “Why not?”

      “I need a spoon.”

      Liza leaned close and a surge of her Calling came to him, along with an intense desire to please. “You’re an animal. Eat it like an animal.”

      He forced his face down into the bowl, looking at the mush. As he did, he tried to resist, but it was as if one part of him fought the urge to do as she said while another simply did as she asked. How could that happen to him?

      How was she able to force this upon him?

      He tried to hold onto his identity, but the longer that he was with them, the more that sense began to fade. Distantly, he was aware that more than one person pressed their Calling upon him. It was not only Liza, but it was her mother, and he could tell that if Liza lost her grip, the effect of her mother would not be lost.

      Still, they had not taken his sword.

      The others in the caravan ignored him, the soldiers barely looking at him, as if he were little more than the animal that Liza declared him to be.

      So far, they hadn’t opened the backs of the wagons to feed the captives.

      That disgusted Fes, and he was thankful that he managed to hold on to that disgust. The moment that he lost that was the moment that he lost everything about himself.

      Fes finished the mush, licking the inside of the bowl.

      Liza smiled at him. “Now that you have finished, we will begin your training.”

      “No,” he said.

      Pain flashed through him, almost as if his blood were boiling.

      Liza watched him, seeming to enjoy the pain he felt, unmindful of the glare he attempted to offer her. And maybe he didn’t.

      He couldn’t tell how much he actually glared and how much it was simply his desire to do so. It was possible that he hadn’t glared at her.

      “As I said, we will begin your training.”

      Fes clenched his jaw. He resisted the first thing that came to mind, the urge to snap back at her and tell her no, knowing that it would be met with pain. Was there another way to resist, or some other thing that he could say?

      “What does training consist of?” Fes asked.

      Liza considered him for a moment before nodding. “That’s better.”

      Fes breathed out. At least the pain didn’t return. There was no pleasure, and he knew that if he obeyed, if he did what she wanted, pleasure would follow, but he refused to fall into that trap.

      “You have a connection to a talent that I would use,” Liza said.

      Fes frowned. “What talent?”

      Pain flared in him briefly. He tried to ignore it but couldn’t. He gasped.

      “You will speak when I tell you to speak.”

      Fes took a shaky breath.

      “You can see the others with us. You see how they obey?”

      She released the pressure that held his head in place and he looked around, noticing the others with dragonglass swords. Deshazl. They might not be born in the empire, but they were Deshazl nonetheless.

      All of them ignored him.

      How much training had they been through?

      Even as the thought came to him, he knew the answer. They would have been trained from birth.

      “I don’t know that I can do what they do,” Fes said.

      Was it too much? Had he been too careless?

      He waited, expectantly, worried that perhaps he might have been too careless with what he had said.

      No pain came to him.

      “No. I doubt that you will be able to learn what the tarshel have learned. They have been trained for many years, and they need very little help to remain compliant.”

      Fes wondered whether that were true or not. He had seen what happened when the person performing the Calling died. The Deshazl didn’t fight nearly with as much vigor. Occasionally, they fell, collapsing, posing no additional threat.

      “Now, you have proven that you have access to this talent, and because of that, you are useful. We would like to have you reach for that talent, and use it when asked.”

      “You want my Deshazl magic.”

      Liza smiled. “Deshazl. You may use that term for now, but there will come a time when I will forbid it.”

      “Why?”

      Fes blurted out the question before thinking and immediately regretted it. Pain surged through him, flaring with a bright and hot intensity, and he gasped.

      He needed to be careful, and so far, he continued to make mistakes, continuing to ask questions when he knew that he shouldn’t.

      What was he doing?

      Fezarn.

      He forced the name to the forefront of his mind, clinging to it. With his name, he latched on the memory of what he’d learned of that name, the fact that he was named after a powerful elder dragon, and that he had to use that connection, that power, to resist. Wasn’t that what his namesake would have done?

      “As I was saying, you may use that term for now, but there will come a time when it will be forbidden. I will make certain that you know when that time is.”

      Liza watched him, cocking her head to the side, weighing him.

      “Now. Demonstrate your connection to this power.”

      Fes wanted to resist, but the Deshazl magic surged within him, flowing more freely than it ever had before. It boiled, bubbling within his bloodstream, and he pressed it out, slamming it away from him, colliding with Liza.

      He had a moment where he felt a mixture of fear at what she might do and hope that he might be able to escape.

      That moment passed when he realized that she must’ve been holding onto a fire magic spell. His Deshazl connection slammed into her protection and dissipated.

      Somehow, she had a way of ignoring his Deshazl magic.

      How was she able to do that?

      If he could learn, maybe he could use it in a way that would circumvent her resistance.

      Liza smiled at him. “Very good. How much control over this do you have?”

      “I don’t know.”

      She regarded him for a while before nodding. “Power and strength, but no control. Interesting.”

      Fes frowned. It was the same thing that the Asharn had said to him, and he again wondered if there was some connection between the Asharn and the Damhur.

      He would keep that question to himself for now.

      “You can be taught to control. Strength, on the other hand, is something that cannot be taught, and a great many of the tarshel have no strength. It is as if the centuries have diluted their connection.”

      “Is that why you came to the empire to Call others?”

      She regarded him again for another moment, and in that moment, Fes wondered whether or not she might snap at him, but she didn’t. Instead, she smiled. “Very good. Yes. The tarshel bloodline is weak, and we have come here thinking to strengthen it. The empire has long defended those with the bloodline that we need, and we have ignored it for as long as possible, but now…”

      “Why now? Why try to release the dragon now?”

      Pain flashed through him. It lingered, lasting much longer than it had any other time that she had tormented him, and when it faded, it did so slowly, easing away as if intending to make a point.

      “You will not use that term.”

      He blinked. She didn’t want him to say dragon?

      “Why now?” he repeated.

      He should obey, but he wanted to know. He thought that he needed to know.

      “I have told you enough. More than I should have, I imagine. Let us try again with your training.”

      A desire to use his Deshazl connection burned within him. It built, growing increasingly powerful, surging within him.

      Liza watched, smiling at him.

      “Excellent. I can feel it.”

      “You can feel it?”

      She grinned at him. “You cannot use your connection without my knowledge.”

      That took away one of his hopes of escape. If she was aware of him using his Deshazl connection, it would be no different than him recognizing when a fire mage used their magic.

      There were ways around it. Fes had enough experience with the fire mages to know that they somehow still managed to conceal their magic from him, and even Liza had suppressed his ability to detect what she did. He wasn’t sure how, but the key to hiding his use of his Deshazl magic was tied to finding some way of concealing it from her.

      “I would have you hone it.”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” he said.

      She frowned at him. “That is disappointing.”

      Pain surged through him again and he cried out, hating that he did, feeling weak at the fact that he couldn’t ignore the pain she caused him.

      Worse, it had to be all in his head. It couldn’t be a real pain, could it? There was no way that she was actually causing him any real pain.

      Only, Fes didn’t know if that were the case or not. It was entirely possible that she did have some way of causing him real agony, and it was possible that he wouldn’t know.

      The only way to avoid it was doing as she asked.

      Even if he did, there was no guarantee that she would keep him from suffering.

      Somehow—some way—he had to break free of this, but how?

      “As I said, you must hone this. Focus it to a tight connection. When you do that, you will please me.”

      Once again, Fes opened himself to his Deshazl connection, letting it flow through him. As he did, the power was there, surging within him, and he let it fill him.

      Somehow, he had to hone his connection.

      But how?

      Fes tried to focus on it, trying to squeeze the magic into a tighter focus.

      He’d never tried to do that before. Always before, he had used his Deshazl magic explosively, letting it rip free with no control whatsoever, but was it possible to find a way to control it?

      There had to be something. The Asharn that had attacked him had proven that there was. He continued to squeeze on his magic, pulling it together, twisting it in such a way that he could focus it. Slowly, he managed to twist it together into a tighter band, though it still wasn’t nearly as tightly woven as what he thought was possible.

      Hone it.

      The command came through his mind, the Call demanding that he somehow find control that he didn’t know he had.

      Fes continued to squeeze.

      The effort of attempting to do this taxed him more than any other attempt. It was almost easier simply to let it explode out. Trying to suppress it, to hold it into a tighter focus took a different kind of effort, one that felt as if it built within him, threatening to explode outward if he lost control.

      Somehow, Fes had the idea that if he lost control, he would anger Liza, and that was not something he wanted to do, not when angering her meant the pain would return.

      Fear coursed through him. It gave him a little more strength, but not enough.

      Fes tried to release his connection to the Deshazl magic, but he couldn’t.

      Liza watched him.

      He was caught. He couldn’t release his connection, and he couldn’t focus the energy nearly as tightly as she wanted.

      Pressure continued to build within him, and he had no choice but to release it.

      As he did, he tried to squeeze, trying to pull into a tighter focus, and sent it at Liza, wanting to cause her harm, the same kind of harm that he knew she would cause him.

      As the Deshazl magic struck her, she smiled.

      “Better, but still not focused enough,” she said.

      Pain ripped through him, an agony that seemed to boil his entire being, and he screamed again. It lingered, staying with him, and he wondered if his screams echoed throughout the night. Maybe his friends would hear him crying and would come, but he didn’t want them to. He didn’t want the Deshazl to come for him and experience the same suffering that he was now experiencing.

      Fes suppressed his cries, holding that pain within him, determined not to let her know how much she tormented him.

      Liza simply watched him. “We will try again. You will do better than the last time. As I said, you will hone your connection to this power. And when you release it, you will not do so at me.”

      That last came as a command, the Calling within it demanding that he follow her instructions, and Fes knew that he would obey.

      Hone it. It seemed like such a simple command, but Fes didn’t know how to do what she asked. If he did, he would have managed to hone his ability long before. Instead, he continued to struggle with anything more than exploding power from him. There was no control over it, and unfortunately, it left him weakened each time he used it in that manner.

      Liza watched him, and Fes wanted nothing more than to do as she asked, the overwhelming desire to do what she wanted filling him. If he didn’t, pain would follow, and Fes wanted none of that pain.

      Rather than attempting to draw on the Deshazl part of him, Fes simply let it flow through him, easing out away from him. It came out slowly, not with any real power, but it still came.

      This time when he squeezed, there came a focus, and he pressed in upon the part of him that was attempting to use the Deshazl magic. It came to him, a tightened focus, and slowly—almost too slowly—the power began to concentrate.

      Fes squeezed out, forcing it near Liza. Not at her. Pain would come then.

      She watched him and he worried that he was disappointing her, but as the power flowed out, as it crashed near her, she smiled.

      “Better,” she said. “Do you know what you did differently this time?”

      Fes breathed out heavily. It seemed almost as if he had used the same amount of energy letting it squeeze out like that as he did when he simply blasted himself free. “I think so.”

      Pain racked through him, burning his entire being. “You think?”

      The pain lingered far longer, and through it, all he had was the desire to destroy Liza, to kill her for what she did to him, but he didn’t think that he could. Overtop of that desire was the desire to please her, to do exactly as she said, and to have this pain disappear.

      “I can,” he panted.

      The pain began to dissipate and she looked over at him, smiling. He could barely see her through the tears streaming down his eyes and wanted nothing more than for her to release him from his agony. Finally, the pain disappeared completely, leaving the memory of it, enough of a memory that he did not want to turn.

      “Better,” she said.

      How had he ever thought that he would be able to overpower her? How had he ever thought that he could overpower her mother?

      Liza was the least powerful of those here, but still she was more powerful than what he could overcome. Distantly, he worried about his friends and their safety. Would they have managed to get away? If they hadn’t, if the Damhur came after them, would they force Fes to attack on their behalf?

      If they did, was there anything that he could do to resist?

      The more that he thought about it, the more that he feared that he would not. As much as anything, that left him quivering.
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      Pain greeted him the moment he awoke.

      Fes lay on the hard ground, curled into a ball. His entire body ached, and at first he thought that the pain coursing through him came from another punishment. Had he irritated Liza while he was sleeping?

      As sleep managed to dislodge from his mind, he realized that it wasn’t anything that Liza did to him now, it was the remnant—a memory—of what she had done before. It lingered, almost leaving his body shaking with it.

      He tried not to move, wanting nothing more than to lie where he was, but the sounds of movement all around him told him that the camp was preparing for something. Light crept through his slitted eyes, little more than the faint early morning streamers of it.

      When he managed to open his eyes, he looked around at the camp. Some were moving, taking down and disassembling tents, while others tamped down the fire. Still others stood watch. Those were mostly Deshazl, soldiers who had said nothing in the entire time Fes had been here. As much as he might want to help them, he wasn’t certain that he would be able to. It might come to killing them to release them from the captivity.

      With all the movement, he had to wonder if they were getting ready to depart. If they were, he would need to be ready to go, and he doubted they would be kind to him or that they would give him time to prepare. He would need to be up and ready to go or face Liza’s punishment. They had ridden late into the night, so he was surprised that they were preparing to go so early, but the longer that they remained here, the more likely it was that troops of the empire would come across them. If they did, Fes wondered how effective the empire’s soldiers would be. They were skilled soldiers, but they might not even be skilled enough to handle fighters like the Damhur, especially as there were fire mages—or their equivalent—with them.

      “I saw you training him last night, sister. You are far too gentle with him.”

      Fes recognized the voice as Kathes. He tried not to move, try not to change anything about his breathing, not wanting to give them any sign that he was awake.

      How could Kathes have thought that Liza was gentle with him?

      “You are watching? Was it because of your curiosity about whether I would have the ability to break him?”

      “He has killed many L’sam.”

      Fes didn’t recognize that term, but suspected it meant the people who did the Calling. He almost smiled to himself. He had killed many of them and now regretted the fact that he hadn’t taken the opportunity to kill even more. If he had, maybe he wouldn’t be in this situation.

      Then again, they had targeted him either way. They recognized that he had power and that his Deshazl connection was strong. They must have known that he had that potential and wanted to harness it.

      Even if they did, he wouldn’t be anything like the soldiers that they raised in their lands. His ability was different, and though he might have power as one of the Deshazl, and might be able to hold that, he didn’t have the same military training.

      Unless that wasn’t what they wanted from him.

      His mind raced through all the different ways they might think to use him. If they trained him, if they forced him to do something against his will, would they attempt to use him against the empire?

      Was there anything that he could do to oppose it? He didn’t know. When it came to fighting off the overwhelming sense of pain, there might not be anything to resist.

      “He has. And yet, he didn’t kill me.”

      “No. Do you think that it’s possible that he’s using you?”

      Liza laughed darkly. “Him using me? Have you seen him, Kathes? He follows the training no differently than any other tarshel.”

      “No differently? He is fully grown. You can’t train a fully grown tarshel.”

      “We will see.”

      “Mother is watching you” Kathes said.

      “You can tell Mother that I have this in hand,” Liza said.

      “She expects that you will fail.”

      Fes could almost feel a surge of pain, and despite himself, he had an urge to protect Liza that he hated. He didn’t want to protect her. He wanted nothing more than to cut her down, break free from the Damhur camp, and find a way to ride back to the forest and to Arudis. She would have to have some way of helping him, wouldn’t she? She knew how to control her mind, and she knew ways of keeping herself safe from the Damhur, so she would have to have some way of protecting him, wouldn’t she?

      What if she wouldn’t?

      If Fes struggled against Liza—and failed completely against her mother—what would happen to Arudis? Would she have the ability to ignore the effect of the Calling or would she fall to it?

      Worse, Fes worried about what would happen when they found the dragon. For some reason, the dragon was more susceptible to the Calling, and without having some way of defending the creature, he didn’t know that he could protect it from what they intended.

      “I will not fail. You can tell mother that,” Liza said.

      “You will have to prove it,” she said.

      “And if I don’t?”

      “You know what happens.”

      There was a moment of silence and Fes almost opened his eyes to look up but didn’t, not wanting them to know that he was awake. Then again, even if they knew, it might not matter. Kathes didn’t see him as anything more than an animal. She viewed him as a creature meant to be broken, and even though he wanted to think of himself as something else, it was difficult to do so. To them, he was an animal, and even after a short period of time with them, he had begun to see how difficult it would be to get to freedom.

      “I know what happens.”

      Kathes shuffled away and a boot struck his stomach, jolting Fes awake.

      His eyes snapped open and he looked up. Kathes frowned, her face twisted in an ugly mask. Darkness clouded her eyes. “He is too old, sister. If he can’t be broken, he will need to be used in different ways.”

      Kathes stared at him for another moment before turning away and leaving Fes lying motionless.

      Fes turned his attention to Liza, who was watching her sister. Her jaw clenched. “Up. Time for training.”

      “I…”

      She jerked her head down to look at him. “You what?”

      Fes pulled himself to his feet, not wanting to argue. If he tried to, if he resisted, he knew what would come. He knew the pain that would return, and he needed to do something—anything—to avoid that.

      Yet, as he suffered, as he struggled, how was he going to find a way to freedom?

      When he got to his feet, Liza stood off to the side. A pair of Damhur soldiers stood near her, and they seemed to watch Fes, saying nothing. He stared at the nearest, dark-haired man with eyes that reminded him of his own, but the man did not return his gaze. Instead, he simply watched mindlessly.

      Fes had no doubt that were he to make any attempt to attack, the soldiers would move in, defending Liza. He wasn’t certain that he could ignore the effect of the Calling long enough to do what needed to be done.

      Somehow, he needed to find a way to harden his mind, but any attempt to harden his mind had been met with pain.

      “Use it on this one,” Liza said, motioning to the nearest Deshazl.

      “Use what?”

      Pain surged through him, briefly, but long enough that Fes gasped when it was removed.

      “You managed to hone your connection. I would see it again. Use it on him.”

      Fes met her eyes for a moment before looking at the Deshazl soldier. “Where?”

      “There’s no need for a killing blow. Strike him in his thigh.” She slapped the man on his left leg and the Deshazl barely moved.

      Could Fes really do this? If he did, was a way of resisting the amount of power he put into the attack? Could he deflect it in such a way that he didn’t cause any real harm to the man? It wasn’t as if he wanted to hurt the Deshazl. Not yet. If the man tried to prevent him from escaping, then the time might come to do more than simply stun him.

      He focused, letting the Deshazl connection slip out of him, barely more than a trickle. As it did, he squeezed, focusing it into a tight band. He targeted the Deshazl soldier’s thigh but held back, trying to keep from sending too much power into him.

      The only expression he saw from the Deshazl was a slight tension in his spine. Otherwise, he showed no sign of pain from what Fes did.

      “I did it,” Fes said.

      Pain slammed through him before easing. “If you did it, he wouldn’t still be standing.”

      Fes focused again, this time narrowing the power, squeezing it into a tight band, and unleashed it, pressing it with as much as he could at the Deshazl soldier’s thigh. The man winced and then he crumpled, his leg giving out.

      “There. Do you see?”

      Fes nodded.

      “You did well.” Waves of pleasure washed through him and he shuddered, hating himself. He wanted nothing more than to continue to please Liza, to continue to feel this way, and knew that if she allowed him pleasure like this, he would do anything that she asked.

      “Try again.”

      “Which one?”

      Liza smiled. “You choose.”

      Fes looked at the remaining Deshazl soldier. He was dressed in all black leathers, and his dragonglass sword sheathed at his side was so much like Fes’s own. He didn’t want to harm him, not like this, but if he did, if he somehow managed to remove some of the threat to himself, he would have an easier time of escaping. Wasn’t that what he wanted?

      Thoughts of the pleasure that he would feel when he made Liza happy returned, and he didn’t know whether or not that was what he wanted. Maybe he wanted nothing more than to stay here, to learn what Liza wanted to teach, to feel the pleasure that she could offer. And why shouldn’t he? She might use him, but she would help him, too.

      Fes had to push the thought away. That was part of her Calling, he was certain of it.

      Was that Liza or was that from her mother?

      He looked around briefly, noticing that her mother stood talking to several other Damhur, seemingly paying him no mind, but it seemed as if the effect of the Calling came from her. She was the one he had to worry about, so knew that even though he had the desire to please Liza, it was her mother who was the one who would overpower his ability to resist.

      He focused his connection to the magic, squeezing it into a narrow band, and released it at the other standing Deshazl. It crashed into his midsection, doubling him over, and the man fell, collapsing to the ground.

      Liza clapped her hands together. “Very good.”

      Waves of pleasure washed through him. Fes hated himself; he enjoyed it.

      She leaned over the fallen Deshazl, checking him for a moment before turning back to face Fes. She watched him, and it seemed as if a debate warred across her face.

      “How much control did you have?” she asked.

      Fes blinked, struggling to think of anything with the overwhelming sense of pleasure walking through him. All he could think about was pleasing her, and he hated that he did, feeling dirty, but wanted to say whatever she needed to continue to make her happy.

      “I did what you asked,” Fes said.

      Liza smiled at him. “You did well.” The pleasure washed through him again, and Fes smiled. “Yet, you haven’t answered my question.” The sense of pleasure disappeared, and in that moment, Fes would have done anything to have it return. “How much control did you have?”

      “I did what you asked,” he said again. He could think of nothing else other than making her happy, and doing what she wanted was what made her happy, wasn’t it? Wasn’t that what she had intended of him?

      She removed all sense of pleasure and Fes reached for her.

      Liza took a step back and pain jolted through him.

      “You have not yet answered the question,” she said.

      “I don’t know how to answer the question.”

      “It is quite simple. You tell me how much control you had with what you just did.”

      For a moment, far briefer than he wished, Fes considered lying to her. Even as he considered, he knew that he would not—he could not.

      “I wanted to do what you wanted of me,” he said.

      She smiled. “Perhaps you will be more easy to train than they believed.”

      Fes smiled. Isn’t that what he wanted? Didn’t he want to be easy to train?

      She patted his hand and he smiled again. “We will continue to work on you while we travel.”

      The group of Damhur began to get mounted and as the sun crested the horizon, the caravan began moving. It rolled away steadily, the wagons creaking, the sounds of the horses’ hooves thumping along the ground. Fes was allowed to ride. He suspected that the alternative meant that he would have to sit in one of the wagons, but that would mean he was separated from Liza, and he didn’t want that. All he wanted was to remain close to her, close enough that he could continue to be granted her favor. Kathes rode near the front of the caravan with their mother, and Liza seemed content to keep distance between them. Every so often, Fes noticed Liza glaring at her sister. A part of him knew that he could—and should—use that. Somehow the fact that they didn’t get along could be useful, but how? It didn’t feel as if his mind was thinking clearly, and despite his best efforts, he was left with thoughts about Liza and pleasing her. The caravan rambled steadily toward the south. That seemed significant, especially as when he’d last seen the caravan, it had been moving north.

      “Does something trouble you?” Liza asked.

      “No, Mistress.”

      She smiled, seemingly pleased by the answer, and Fes was pleased that he could tell her what she wanted to hear. Yet, as they continued to ride, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off, that he should be bothered by the fact that they were traveling in this direction.

      It wasn’t until midday that it came to him, and he knew that it should have come to him sooner, so the fact that it didn’t troubled him.

      The dragon. That was why they were traveling in this direction.

      He couldn’t remember how far they’d ridden, and didn’t know how much longer they would have to go before they managed to reach the dragon, but he didn’t think it would be long, not at the rate they were going. Worse, a part of him knew that by heading in this direction, he would encounter his friends.

      They couldn’t see him like this. They couldn’t see that he had been Called, and they couldn’t see that he wanted nothing more than to please Liza.

      But why?

      He struggled with understanding why he would be bothered by that. It seemed as if it should trouble him, and when he became aware of that thought, he knew that there was something that wasn’t quite right, only it didn’t seem as if his mind were able to grasp what it was.

      “Does it trouble you that we head toward the dragon?”

      There it was. Her admission. Then again, why wouldn’t she admit that they were heading toward the dragon? There was no reason for the Damhur not to go to the dragon.

      “No, Mistress.”

      She smiled and a wave of satisfaction washed over him. “And they said you could not be trained.”

      “I only want to please you, Mistress.”

      She smiled. “Oh, you have.”

      They continued to ride, and as they did, the scenery began to change. It went from the steady rolling of hills to a forested appearance, though the forest was still quite a bit to the south. Memories of the forest came to him, almost as if they weren’t his own. He remembered the trees, passing between them and feeling the weight and age of the forest. He remembered the smells, and he remembered the sense of power.

      The dragon.

      Above everything else, Fes was aware of the dragon. He was aware that it was a powerful creature, and that was what the Damhur wanted. They deserved to reach the dragon, and they deserved to control it.

      A deep part of him rebelled with that thought, hating the idea of the dragon controlled by anything.

      Except, if it were up to the Damhur controlling the dragon, who would keep these lands safe? The dragons were dangerous and violent, and they needed to be controlled.

      Was that true? He had seen the dragon, stood before it, and felt the power of the creature, but… He had also known that the dragon was powerful, peaceful, and there was something regal about it.

      The dragon should not be controlled. If nothing else, Fes was certain of that.

      “Show me your power again,” Liza said.

      Fes looked over. She watched him, a deep frown furrowing her brow. If he didn’t do what she asked, he would anger her, and if she angered her, he would feel the pain from her dissatisfaction. Fes didn’t want to experience that, not again.

      He started to draw on his Deshazl magic, letting it ease into him. As he did, it came slowly, building. He focused it, squeezing it into a narrow band, something that he would not have thought of—or thought himself capable of—without his capture.

      Fes held it, not wanting to release that power to soon.

      “What is the target, Mistress?”

      Liza looked around and seemed to take a long time before answering. “The target is the ground,” she said. “We can’t harm any more of our tarshel.”

      He was relieved to hear that. He didn’t want to attack the other Deshazl and didn’t know if he would be able to resist if she commanded him to do so. Instead, Fes was able to focus his magic, honing it into a narrow band that he tightened, aiming it toward the ground.

      Just as he was ready to unleash his power, she looked over, smiling at him. “I would like to see you demonstrate a significant explosion.”

      What type of significant explosion would be enough for her? What would it take to make Liza happy? If he could make her happy, if she would reward him again, he would do anything.

      But should he?

      She was using him, and he knew that she was, and he knew that he should object to it.

      For a moment, he remembered that he should fight, and remembered that he should resist the draw of her Calling, and remembered that he didn’t want to serve her, that all he wanted to do was reach his other Deshazl and find some way of helping them, protecting them from the likely attack.

      Only… Fes didn’t exactly know how.

      She was using him, but was it possible for him to use her? Could he take the lessons she was teaching and try to use them to understand his powers better?

      That might be the only way he could escape.

      Somehow, he would have to hold onto a part of himself, remembering that distant and deep part that didn’t want to serve, that wanted to resist, that wanted to remain free—and wanted to remain Deshazl.

      It had to be there.

      Fes focused on the ground behind his horse and sent a streamer of pressure.

      The ground exploded in a cloud of smoke. Fes had never had that experience when he’d used his power, and had never seen smoke wafting up after he had used it, so the fact that it did now, and that there was significant power coming from it, left him trembling.

      It reminded him of what he’d seen from the dragon.

      Always before when he had released his Deshazl connection, there had been power and force, and it had seemed to burn within him, carrying with it the key to the intensity of his Deshazl birthright, but this had been something different. This had been focused. Heat. Fire.

      Pleasure washed through him and he turned back to see Liza studying him. “Perhaps we will soon have two dragons.”

      With the comment, a shiver worked through him.
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      The caravan stopped again for the night, and Fes was left with instructions to remain standing near the horse. He considered resisting, but how could he? Every bit of effort went into resisting the overwhelming desire to do nothing more than relax and allow Liza to overwhelm him. There was a part of him that knew that he couldn’t let her do that, and the longer that he fought, the more he became certain that there might not be a way for him to fully extricate himself from what she intended.

      While the others made camp around him, Fes watched. There was a methodical nature to everything that they did. Each of the Damhur had a task, and some were assigned to set up tents while others were set cooking, and still others observed the wagons.

      The Damhur were all dressed strangely, the exotic clothing they wore seeming to draw attention to them, but there were enough others among them who weren’t dressed in the same vibrant colors. The Deshazl—those who were held captive by the Damhur—wore nothing more than black leathers that matched the dragonglass swords they carried.

      While Fes watched, one of the Damhur separated and came toward him. He realized that it was Liza’s mother and prepared for the onslaught of her Calling.

      There might not be anything that would truly prepare him for it. The effect of her Calling was powerful, and subtle. She had a greater control over it than any of the other Damhur he had confronted, and when she approached, watching him with a deliberate intensity, he could feel the beginning of it.

      “My daughter tells me that you have progressed well,” she said.

      Fes stood with his back stiff, staring at her. He wanted to answer, but at the same time, he had a sense from her that she didn’t want him to, so he waited, knowing that he needed an invitation to speak, especially to her. With Liza, Fes wasn’t able to speak freely, but he at least felt as if he were allowed to have some attempt at speaking openly. With her mother, he felt quite different, terrified of what she might do—and what she might make him do.

      “Restraint. Interesting. I had not expected that out of you. But then again, I am still uncertain as to whether or not she has the control over you that she believes. Perhaps I should remove my touch. Then we might see whether or not she has been effective.”

      Fes could scarcely believe what he was hearing. Would she actually remove her connection to him? If she did, it might finally allow him to get free, though it was still possible that Liza would be too strong for him. She had managed to capture him in the first place, and it was because of her that he was here. He didn’t think that he had learned so much that he could suddenly withstand her Calling. Maybe he could withstand it enough to break free and escape before they forced him to share details of the dragon.

      “You are hesitant.”

      Fes said nothing. He was afraid that if he did, he might say too much and might reveal the eagerness he felt.

      “Still, you resist. It is subtle, and I doubt that my daughter would be aware of it, but I am.” She leaned toward him and smiled. “Perhaps I should release you. Perhaps I should allow you to use that power you possess and see how she reacts. It would be a good lesson for her to know that she isn’t nearly as powerful as she has allowed herself to believe.”

      The effect of her Calling began to fade, easing away. Could she actually be doing that? As it faded, he focused on the other energy he detected from her. Fire magic. She was holding on to a potent fire mage spell. It was potent enough that he practically itched with his awareness of it.

      Withstanding that spell would take more than simple strength. It would take focus, and it would require that he have access to his dragonglass sword, if only so that he could slice through it.

      Any attempt on his part of trying to slice through the spell would only result in him drawing more attention from her.

      No. He needed to be more cautious. Perhaps that had been his problem all along. If he had only managed to be more cautious, he might not have ended up in this situation.

      She continued to remove the effect of her Calling, watching Fes. When he did nothing, the Calling disappeared completely.

      Everything that had clouded his mind disappeared. He took a deep breath, practically shaking from the sudden freedom. He had been allowing himself to be controlled, the Calling too potent for him to ignore, and now that it was gone, he didn’t know if he would be able to push back if she suddenly replaced it.

      She watched him.

      “Continued restraint? I had not expected that. Perhaps my daughter is growing more talented than I have given her credit for.”

      Fes resisted the urge to reach for his sword. The power from her fire mage spell slammed into him, a shield that would prevent him from reaching her even if he moved quickly, and he doubted that he would be able to move quickly enough to get to her. It would require that he reach his sword, unsheathe, and cut through her spell, all while trying to ignore the effect of her Calling.

      No. He wasn’t fast enough for that.

      Maybe he could use what he knew of his Deshazl ability to protect himself.

      He wasn’t certain whether even that would make a difference.

      Fes pulled on his Deshazl connection, letting it build, and focused it, pulling it tightly, and rather than shooting it outward, he held it within his mind, trying to focus inward.

      She watched him, and he suspected that she was fully aware of what he was doing, but that didn’t matter, not so long as he managed to hold on to that connection inside his mind.

      Would she be able to overpower him as he held onto it?

      Probably, but it was the only thing he had not yet tried. He couldn’t fight his way free, not from what they were doing to him, but it was possible—however unlikely—that he could protect his mind and possibly avoid her overwhelming him in the same way.

      “It seems as if I have not given her enough credit. Not only restraint, but control. She must have advised you to demonstrate your control.”

      Fes tensed. Did she think that was for her benefit?

      Maybe he was getting luckier than he had realized.

      “If you can learn, it’s possible that you won’t need to be destroyed.”

      He swallowed, suddenly nervous. Would she actually attempt to harm him? Didn’t she think that he worked on behalf of Liza? And if she believed that he was controlled, there should be no reason to destroy him.

      He eased back on his connection to his Deshazl magic, letting it seep out, not a lot, just enough that it no longer boiled within him. He held that connection tightly within his mind, forcing it to remain, almost a barrier within him. It was unlikely that it would be effective, especially with everything that they had done to him, but he had nothing else to try.

      “Come with me,” she said.

      There was a sudden urge to follow, and Fes barely had the chance to react to her sudden Calling. His mental barriers had protected him, but not nearly as much as he had thought they might. Despite holding onto those barriers, she still managed to force him to go along with her.

      He would have to be stronger—much stronger—if he were to resist. As he watched her back, following her through the campsite, he began to wonder if he could be strong enough. She had decades of using her magic, decades spent in control of power that was nothing like what he’d ever experienced. In all that time, she would have mastered it completely, and he was still coming to grips with what it meant to be Deshazl.

      She stopped at the edge of the camp near one of the Deshazl soldiers. He was gray-haired, though there were streaks of black still evident in it. Powerful shoulders spoke of strength that likely had once been there. He met the woman’s eyes, saying nothing.

      “I have brought you a project.”

      The man bowed his head, looking at Fes for a moment. “I will do whatever my mistress requires.”

      She smiled at him and Fes shivered inwardly. As much as he wanted to ignore it, he felt the sudden urge to do whatever it took to please her, and though he knew it was directed at this older Deshazl, it was difficult to ignore. It would be impossible for the other man to ignore.

      “I know that you would. This one has some talent. I would like you to work with him.”

      “Are you sure it is safe?”

      The man doubled over, screaming out in pain.

      “You forget yourself.”

      He nodded carefully. “Of course, Mistress. I did not mean to question your wisdom.”

      “My daughter believes that he is trained. It will be your task to identify whether he is or not, and if he is not, you may do whatever you feel is necessary to ensure his training takes hold.”

      The old Deshazl stared at Fes, seeming to weigh him. “That is the project?”

      She shook her head. “The project is that you will work with him, and you will teach him what he needs to know about his abilities. He has come to them late, and because of that, he does not fully understand all that he can do.”

      The man watched Fes, and there seemed to be hesitation within his eyes. He didn’t like the idea of teaching Fes. And yet, he didn’t say anything, the reminder of her power having taken away his inclination to speak his mind.

      “Of course, Mistress.”

      She watched Fes for a moment before departing. When she was gone, the man turned to Fes, eyeing him with irritation. “She might want to train you, but I can see there is danger in you.”

      “Then don’t train me,” Fes said.

      “If I fail at training you, I will be punished.”

      Fes grunted, looking around the edge of the camp. They were near the boundary of the camp, and beyond here, the outline of the forest was just barely visible in the distance. They were near enough that Fes suspected he could make a break for it and run toward the forest. If he did that, he might be able to reach the trees, disappear within the haze, and hopefully be able to ignore the effect of the Calling.

      “I can see it in your eyes,” the old Deshazl said.

      “You can see what?”

      “What you are thinking.”

      Fes decided not to argue. It was possible that he could see what Fes was thinking. And if he could, he didn’t need the man raising any alarms. “What am I to call you?”

      “You are to call me nothing.”

      “Nothing? Is that what they call you?”

      The man backhanded Fes, who recoiled from it. The attack came so quickly that Fes almost didn’t have a chance to react.

      “You will not speak to me in such a way. You are not the Mistress.”

      Fes said nothing. There was no point in arguing, not at this point, and not with this man. He would have been Called long enough that he no longer could resist.

      “I need some way of referring to you,” Fes said.

      The man watched Fes for a long moment, and it seemed as if he debated whether or not he would answer. Finally, he nodded, almost to himself. “You may call me Finnish.”

      “What are you supposed to teach me?”

      Finnish waved for Fes to follow, and they headed away from the camp, moving out into the darkness, leaving the campfire glowing behind them. In the darkness, standing here, Fes wondered if he could make a run for it. With only this old man in front of him, it wouldn’t take much for him to escape, would it?

      He turned to face him, reaching his hand toward his sword, and…

      Was suddenly on the ground.

      Fes blinked, and it took a moment for him to understand what had just happened.

      Finnish had used an explosion of Deshazl power, and it had thrown Fes backward.

      It happened so suddenly—and so violently—that Fes had no time to react. More than that, the power that he controlled was even greater than what Fes managed to reach. That, along with his likely sword skill, would make him formidable. Any attempt to escape would be difficult, if not impossible.

      Even when he was away from the camp and Liza, even when he thought that he had a chance of getting free of the Calling, he was still a prisoner.

      He couldn’t help but be impressed by their skill.

      With as much power as they used around him, and with as easily as they managed to overcome him, how had he escaped before?

      Could it be that they had been scheming somehow?

      As unlikely as that seemed, maybe they had sent someone more powerful when they realized that he was destroying the Damhur who came to the empire. And if that were the case, then those he had faced before were those without much power.

      That wasn’t altogether surprising, especially considering how easily they had overpowered him with only a single Damhur, and now with only a single Deshazl.

      “You will not succeed.”

      Fes managed to get up, and he glared at Finnish. “Is that what she wanted you to do? Perhaps you need to be more careful. You wouldn’t want to upset your mistress by harming her project.”

      Finnish stared at him and power slammed into Fes, only this time he was ready for it. Fes resisted, pushing back, honing his own connection to his Deshazl magic, forcing it against Finnish, managing to keep his feet while Finnish pushed against him.

      Fes glared at him. “Do you know anything about what you are and what you could be?”

      “I am tarshel. That is all that I am and all that I can be.”

      Fes shook his head. “If that’s what they’ve led you to believe, that is unfortunate. You are and can be so much more. You carry the connection to the dragons.”

      Finnish spat at Fes. “I carry nothing like those creatures.”

      Fes stared at him. “In these lands, they are considered noble.”

      “Which is why your lands need to be destroyed.”

      “You were there, weren’t you?” Fes asked.

      Finnish watched him and said nothing.

      Fes circled him, holding on to his Deshazl connection, ready for another attack and wanting to be prepared for the possibility. The other man was stronger, and so if another attack did come, Fes wasn’t certain that he would be able to oppose it, certainly not if Finnish knew that he was ready. But if nothing else, he would be ready.

      “You were there when they resurrected the dragon, so you know just how powerful that creature is. Did you feel it the way that I did?” Fes asked.

      Finnish continued to glare at him, and Fes ignored it this time, knowing that there was nothing in his irritation that mattered.

      “You did, otherwise you wouldn’t be looking at me in the same way,” Fes said.

      “I am to work with you, and nothing more,” Finnish said.

      “Fine. If that’s all you want to do, then you can work with me, but I can see from your expression that you know there is more to the dragons. Do you understand that the power you use against me is the same as the power of the dragons?”

      Finnish stared at him, and in that moment, Fes wasn’t certain whether he would attack or whether he would simply glare at Fes. Either was possible with this man.

      “It seems I will have to tell the mistress that you are not as trained as she believed,” Finnish said.

      Fes laughed. “If that’s what you’re concerned about, then you certainly can tell her that. I’m just trying to share with you the truth of who—and what—you are.”

      The irony of what he was doing was not lost on him. There had been a time when he had been the one who had needed others to share what he was and what it meant for him to be Deshazl. It seemed a strange sort of turnaround.

      Finnish glared at him. “You know nothing about who and what you are.”

      “You’re right. I do know nothing. But it seems as if I know more than you.”

      “I know my place in the world.”

      “You know the place they’ve told you that you have in the world. That’s not the same as knowing your place. In fact, I would argue that you don’t know your place in the world. If you did, you would know that the Deshazl, the people that you are descended from, are so much more than what you have ever known.”

      It seemed as if he should share more, but what more was there for him to share? How could he share more when it seemed as if Finnish didn’t want to know who—and what—he was.

      “I will do as I’m asked, and I will work on training you, but don’t continue to push me.”

      “Or what?” Fes asked with a smile. “Will you prove yourself in some way?”

      “You don’t have the necessary skill to oppose me,” Finnish said.

      “Perhaps not, but I suspect I would enjoy trying.”

      Fes knew he shouldn’t continue to provoke the other man. Finnish was doing as he was instructed, no differently than any of the captured Deshazl had done. Fes had the sense that he was Called, though perhaps not nearly as solidly as some of the Deshazl.

      “I am to work with you, nothing more. And now, if you’re done attempting to influence me, I will see what you’re capable of doing.”

      Fes watched him, debating whether he should try to antagonize him any more before deciding that it wouldn’t make any sense to do so. It would be better to simply try to work with Finnish, and maybe there was something he could learn from the man. More than that, Fes had to hope that it was possible that he might be able to somehow influence Finnish. Maybe he could convince him that there was more to their shared Deshazl connection than what he believed.

      And if not, Fes needed to know what Finnish was capable of doing, on the chance that they might have to fight. That would be the thing Fes wanted to do the least, but he needed to be prepared for that possibility.

      He bowed his head, meeting Finnish’s eyes. “I’m ready to learn whatever you can show me.”
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      The caravan continued making its way south, moving much more slowly than Fes would have expected when he first encountered them. There was no sense of urgency from any of the Damhur, and he rode alongside Liza, staying silent. Ever since her mother had freed him from the effect of her Calling, there hadn’t been the same subtle urge to comply that he had before. It gave him a chance to ignore the effect of what she was trying to do to him. At least his mind remained free, but for how much longer?

      The days were spent riding and the evenings were spent working with Finnish. Fes had to grudgingly admit that he was growing more capable, and with each passing day, he had a greater connection to his Deshazl powers.

      Finnish had shown—and demonstrated—that the nature of his power was more than simply a way of exploding away from him. There were other things that could be done with it, things that Fes might not have considered had it not been for the time spent working with Finnish. Each day that he did, he solidified the connection to the barrier he had placed in front of his mind, wanting to try and deflect any attempt to Call to him, not wanting to allow Liza—or her mother—to influence him. He thought that he was successful, though it was difficult to know for sure. As far as he could tell, he wasn’t influenced by their Calling unless Liza forced it on him, though it was possible that he was wrong.

      They continued to travel southward, snaking along the border of the forest. Fes had been wrong about where they were the first night. He initially had thought that they were near the forest with the dragon’s breath, but the longer he traveled, and the closer they came to the real forest, the more he realized that they had been someplace else.

      Liza worked with him from time to time, mostly to ensure his compliance. He did as she asked, demonstrating to her the things that he was learning from Finnish, though Fes attempted to hold back, not wanting her to know the full extent of his abilities. If she did, she might expect more from him. Impressed with what he showed, she sent waves of pleasure through him, and despite his best intention otherwise, he couldn’t help but long for that reward. All he had to do was show off what he was able to do and she was pleased.

      It had been nearly a week of travel, nearly a week of time during which he had continued to feel the pressure of a Calling, aware of the sensation that he should want to please Liza, when he began to feel a different pressure.

      This time, it came from the west.

      Fes barely had to think about the source of that power to know what it came from.

      The dragon.

      Thankfully, his mind was free enough to be aware of what he was detecting, but not so free that he could send out a warning, even if he knew how to do so. Of all the things that Finnish had taught him, that was not one of them.

      “Tonight we will work on using this power with your weapons,” Finnish said.

      Fes looked over at the sword that Finnish held. Light from the distant fire reflected off it, sending the shadows flickering along the blade. Overhead, the moon was fat and full, giving a silver light gleaming over the night. A cool air gusted, and it carried with it the fragrant scent of the forest, though they were camped far away from it. Fes still didn’t know why they remained so far from the forest other than he suspected the Damhur feared the dragon until they had a handle on Calling it.

      “I already know how to use my power with my weapon,” Fes said.

      “Do you?”

      Finnish swept his sword toward Fes, slicing at him with a speed that startled him. Fes jumped back, pushing off with his Deshazl ability, though not nearly as quickly or with as much grace as he wanted to. He managed to avoid a strike by Finnish, but the other man continued to move, pressing in upon him with a steady intensity.

      Fes unsheathed, meeting Finnish’s sword, but his own sword was deflected down and Finnish caught him on the arm, smacking him with the flat of his blade.

      Fes winced and nearly dropped his sword.

      Finnish darted in, swinging his forearm toward Fes’s head. He was forced to duck, and barely managed to do so in time before the attack struck, connecting with the top of his head rather than across his temple.

      It still stunned him.

      Fes jerked his head back, trying to shake free the effect of the attack, and took a deep breath as he prepared to counter. Even as he did, Finnish brought his sword back around and Fes pulsed his Deshazl connection through the blade, trying to gain the upper hand. He was younger than Finnish and he should be faster, but everything that he did seemed just a half step slow, almost delayed in such a way that he would be overpowered by the other man.

      After two more quick thrusts, Finnish managed to slap Fes on the side of his leg and then on his shoulder, neither blow able to do much damage, but both stung.

      It was completely clear that there was nothing Fes could do that would match Finnish’s speed.

      Could he pour himself into the attack?

      If he emptied every bit of his Deshazl connection into it, it was possible that he would be able to overpower Finnish, though Fes wondered if he would be able to. Finnish was powerful, and he suspected that the Deshazl was even more magically powerful than himself. It might not even be possible for him to overpower Finnish.

      “It’s a matter of control,” Finnish said. “You must use your connection in such a way that you manage to ease out that connection. Use it to augment your attack, not replace it.”

      “I have some experience with that.”

      “From what I’ve heard, that is true. You have managed to defeat an entire squad of men, but now that I’ve spent time working with you, I suspect you have no control over it.”

      Fes couldn’t even deny that was true. His use of the Deshazl magical poured out of him when fighting, and when it did, he simply emptied himself, letting that magic flow to the point where he became fatigued. How different would it be if he did have control over it when fighting? Would he be more formidable? Fes had to think that he would.

      “Try to maintain control,” Finnish said. As he did, he swept his sword around and Fes reacted, attempting to block, but he thought that he was too slow in the attempt, managing to deflect the blow in barely enough time.

      He ducked, focusing on his Deshazl connection as Finnish had instructed, trying to maintain control as he did rather than exploding power out from him. He would prove to Finnish that he had control.

      Fes attempted to copy the movements that Finnish made, but he was slow—far too slow.

      “You have some strength, but you have no skill.”

      Finnish brought his sword around, slapping Fes on the back and bringing his sword around again to connect with Fes’ stomach. Each blow was almost like an insult, a mocking of how ineffective and inefficient Fes and his own ability to attack were.

      “Focus,” Finnish said.

      Fes tried to focus, and tried to do exactly what Finnish told him to, but he didn’t have the necessary strength. He hated that he didn’t, and hated that it seemed that a much older man was able to overpower him, but there was nothing that he could do against Finnish.

      Another three blows smacked him, none of them deadly and each of them painful, stinging, but nothing more than that. He grimaced, resisting the urge to cry out. Doing so wouldn’t help him. It would only draw more of Finnish’s ire.

      Besides, he had experienced worse—much worse—especially when working with Liza. Her attacks were meant to hurt, and she left him crying out from the pain of her Calling, especially when he disappointed her. This was nothing compared to that.

      He threw himself forward, attempting to overpower Finnish, but was continually pressed back, reminded of how poor a swordsman he was, along with how ineffective he was at using his Deshazl connection.

      “Strength will only take you so far. You need control to go with it. You need to be able to understand yourself.”

      “Like you understand yourself?”

      Fes was hoping to rattle Finnish, but doubted that it would be effective. Finnish smiled at him, almost playing with him, and brought his sword around in a quick strike.

      This time, he didn’t bother using the flat side of the blade, and the edge cut into Fes’s arm.

      He cried out—he couldn’t help himself—and nearly dropped his sword.

      There had been no chance to react, no chance to deflect the blow. He wasn’t nearly as fast as Finnish, regardless of what he thought of himself. Finnish swung around again, and again Fes attempted to deflect the attack, but managed to just barely avoid having his arm cut into again.

      “Focus,” Finnish said.

      Fes pushed out through his Deshazl connection, letting its power flow out of him. He tried to focus it, trying to squeeze it through the sword, but that only caused him to be delayed with his attack and gave Finnish an opening that he didn’t need.

      Focusing his attention in that way wasn’t enough. He had to focus it another way, but how? What would it take to be able to focus on him?

      Could he change the focus of his energy inward, the same way as he had used his Deshazl magic to protect his mind? If that were possible, then maybe he could use that to augment himself, though it seemed unlikely.

      Fes held onto his Deshazl connection, letting it burn within him, focusing it so that it boiled deep within him. It reminded him of what happened when he lost control, though this was different. The heat was there, but there wasn’t any of the mindless violence and agitation. It was almost as if he were in control when he had never been.

      He jumped, using that power to soar over the sweeping blade that Finnish brought toward him, and spun around, blocking the next attack.

      Finnish smiled at him, nodding. “Better.”

      With that, he attacked in full. Fes thought that he had seen Finnish attacking before, but he had seen nothing quite like what he now experienced. The man threw himself at Fes with a ferocious intensity and forced Fes back. Fes let the power boil within him, continuing to surge, and it granted him enough connection that he was able to avoid getting injured.

      But just barely.

      Even with his focus, and even with his connection to his Deshazl magic, Fes still didn’t have enough power, nor did he have nearly the level of control that Finnish exhibited. There was almost a lazy power to him, and as much as Fes tried to copy him, he didn’t have the same capacity.

      Finnish took a step back, nodding at Fes. “Like that, only better.”

      He turned away and started back to the camp, leaving Fes alone in the darkness. Why would Finnish leave him? Didn’t he worry about Fes running off?

      Unless he didn’t.

      He turned, scanning the night until he saw what he suspected that he would.

      “I see you,” he said.

      Liza’s mother stepped forward. “Still so forward.”

      Fes tensed, part of him expecting pain to return, the kind of pain that always came with defying one of the L’sam, but it didn’t.

      She watched him, an amused smile on her face, before nodding to him. “You do well for one not raised in Javoor.”

      “Where is that?”

      “It is the homeland. It is where you will go to continue your training.”

      If they managed to get him away from here, he doubted that he would be able to return. If he were surrounded by others with the ability to Call, there would be no chance to overpower it, and therefore no chance to escape.

      His only chance was finding a way of getting free before they dragged him across the sea, though with everything he had learned of the Damhur, he increasingly wondered whether that was even possible.

      “I think even Finnish is surprised with your progression.”

      Fes frowned. If Finnish was surprised, he didn’t seem to be. He’d not given Fes any sort of praise, though Fes didn’t really expect any, not from him. Finnish seemed the kind of person to avoid praise, and even if he were offered any, Fes wasn’t sure that he would take it well.

      Would it matter?

      Not from Finnish. All that mattered to Fes was that he somehow had a chance to escape, and the longer that he was here, the more that he was around the Damhur, the more hopeless it felt.

      “You still show restraint. I must admit that I am surprised by that. I thought that Liza would have disappointed me by now, but you have made no effort to escape, which tells me that her training must be going well.”

      Fes stared at her blankly, not trusting himself to speak. The training—such as it was—involved Liza attempting to use her power of persuasion, coaxing him with waves of pleasure that alternated with surges of pain. When he pleased her, he was rewarded. When he didn’t, he was punished. So far, the alternating attempts had been reasonably effective, but Fes hoped that it wouldn’t be that way for much longer. He hoped that he would find some way of ignoring what she did, though he was not certain that he knew how.

      “You have not said much about the creature.”

      “We near the creature’s home,” Fes said before he realized what he was doing. He tried to seal off his mind, trying to focus on himself, wanting to maintain his identity long enough so that he could avoid the Calling, but she was incredibly talented and it took very little effort—or seeming effort—for her to effectively Call to him.

      “We do near their home.”

      Fes tensed. She said their.

      Did that mean she knew there was more than one dragon?

      Fes had thought that he could protect the dragons, and thought that he could defend against their ability to Call to him, but the longer that he tried, the less likely that seemed. How much longer would it be before they forced him to reveal all the secrets, telling them where the Deshazl hid? And if they forced that upon him, would there be anything that he could do to resist?

      There had to be.

      She watched him, almost as if knowing the thoughts played out in his mind.

      “I don’t even know your name,” Fes said.

      It was more than what he thought he should say, but he was tired of referring to her as Liza’s mother, and wanted to have her name. Besides, names had value, and knowing it meant that he could isolate himself, if only a little bit. When she was nameless—nothing more than Liza’s mother—she was something even more powerful than what he wanted to let her be. He needed to take that power from her, somehow.

      She tipped her head to the side, studying him. “The tarshel don’t need to know my name.”

      “I’m not tarshel. I’m Deshazl.”

      She studied him for a moment longer, and then she smiled. “Perhaps you are.”

      Fes didn’t know if she meant that as an insult or not, and chose to treat it as if she did not.

      “In Javoor, I’m known as Elsanelle Jo-rus.”

      She watched him, almost as if she expected him to recognize that name, but he didn’t. Maybe it was meaningful to the Damhur, but it was not to him.

      And yet, now that he had her name, did it make a difference?

      It had to mean something, if only in his ability to recognize that he was a captive and that he would continue to fight, to oppose her influence, though she was the most powerful of the Damhur who had Called to him. Her touch was lighter, more subtle, and there were times when Fes wasn’t even completely certain that he was aware of her Calling. That was dangerous, but there wasn’t anything that he could do about it. He couldn’t avoid the Calling if he didn’t know what was taking place, and there were times when he simply didn’t know.

      “Now that you know, does it change anything for you?”

      Fes met her gaze. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “You will continue to train with Finnish. When you are ready, you will prove your worth to Liza.”

      “Why don’t you trust her to train me herself?”

      Elsanelle smiled at him. “What makes you think that I don’t trust her?”

      “The fact that you are here and talking to me tells me that you don’t trust her. If you trust her, you would rely on her training rather than sending your man to train me.”

      “There are some things that she is unable to teach.”

      “And you can?”

      “Not me, but Finnish can teach you to understand what it means for you to have your tarshel abilities. They are useful abilities, if somewhat brutish.”

      He wanted to be more than brutish, but anything that he wanted to do, anything that he wanted to be able to use against her, required that he have more talent with his Deshazl magic than he did. The longer that he trained with Finnish, the more certain Fes was that the man was holding something back, lessons that might allow him to break free from the Calling, and possibly even find a way to overpower the Damhur. There had to be, didn’t there?

      Somehow, the Damhur had been beaten before, though that had been the fire mages and not the Deshazl. The Deshazl had scattered, hiding, remaining concealed from the world out of fear of what the Damhur might do, disappearing into time until they were nothing more.

      And now… Now he wanted to find some way that he could escape, but he didn’t know whether or not there was anything that he could do or any way that he could break free from that connection.

      “When we reach the outer edge of the forest, you will begin to show us what you know of the creature. You will share with us everything that you can about the creature, and if you refuse, you will understand that my training is much more severe than anything that Liza might attempt.”

      For a moment, pain flared through him, hot and burning, the kind of pain that he feared from Liza, only tenfold worse.

      And then it was gone.

      When Fes’s vision cleared, when he was finally able to look around, Elsanelle was gone.

      He stared into the night, looking toward the campsite, debating whether he could attempt to run, but when he tried to turn, his body refused.

      She had placed a Calling on him.

      Fes tried again to turn, trying to ignore the effect of the Calling, but he could not. It was powerful, and it was more than he could overcome without having some way to protect his mind. Fes didn’t know if he could protect his mind, and didn’t know if he knew enough to do so, but he would have to try.

      The dragon depended on him.
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      The sun shining down made it seem almost comfortable, but there remained a chill in the air, a different chill from the occasional gust of wind. This was a chill that came from fear of what might happen to him, and it came from fear for the dragon. Each moment that passed, each moment they traveled along the road, heading toward the forest, he felt the continued pressure coming off the dragon, the presence of the creature that he wanted to protect, but the Calling seemed determined to overpower him, to force him to serve the Damhur.

      Elsanelle watched him occasionally, and Fes made a point of trying not to meet her gaze. If he did, she would realize that he was trying to resist, and he didn’t want her to know that he attempted to oppose her, though she had to know. With her skill with Calling, there was no way that she didn’t know.

      The only thing that he had was the possibility of finding some way of ignoring the effect of the Calling.

      As they rode, heading toward the part of the forest where the dragon hid, Fes focused on the basics, lessons that Arudis had taught him when first trying to demonstrate how to protect his mind from Calling.

      For him, it involved shielding his mind by remembering who he was. Yet, attempting to do so was difficult, as Fes didn’t know who he was, not any longer. He thought that he did, and there were times when he knew that he was Deshazl, that he was descended from a great people, and that he was meant to have power that he shared with the dragons, but there were other times when he was nothing more than the thief, the collector who worked for Azithan, a man who had been rescued from the streets, forced into servitude, and eventually becoming something else.

      Who was he?

      When he tried to focus on his name, calling out Fezarn, it did nothing, not as it once had.

      And yet, he still felt a connection to his name, perhaps more than he ever had before. That connection was what made him Deshazl. He was named after an ancient and powerful dragon, which had to mean something. If only Fes could understand what that was.

      Liza occasionally asked him to demonstrate what he’d been learning, and he did so with only half a mind, trying to keep his focus on Elsanelle, knowing that she was the true threat. Liza at least was predictable. He could feel the effect of her Calling, and because he could feel it, he had to believe that he could come to ignore it. Elsanelle was something else entirely. He wasn’t able to detect her Calling. It was so subtle that he often was not aware of what she was doing until he attempted to violate the effect of the Calling, and by then it was too late to do anything.

      Pain surged through him, and he realized that he hadn’t been paying nearly enough attention to what Liza wanted from him.

      He jerked his head around and saw her glaring at him. “You aren’t focusing,” she said.

      At the mention of focus, Fes was reminded of what he was learning from Finnish. The Deshazl soldier had wanted Fes to focus, and as much as he might try, he still wasn’t able to do exactly what Finnish wanted. He tried to focus, and tried to do what the man asked, but his connection to the Deshazl magic wasn’t nearly as powerful as what Finnish possessed.

      “I’m trying,” Fes said.

      “You must try harder.”

      Pain worked through him, though it was brief before retreating. It was nothing like the pain that he’d experienced from the effect of defying Elsanelle. Maybe she did him a favor by demonstrating how powerful her calling was, showing him just how much he would suffer if he defied her. While he might not be able to ignore her power, and might not be able to withstand the effect of her Calling, opposing Liza was another thing entirely. She didn’t have the same power as her mother, and she didn’t have the same subtlety, which allowed Fes to hold on to hope that he just might be able to ignore her.

      “What is it that you want from me?” Fes asked.

      “I want you to pay attention,” Liza said. She glared at him and he took a deep breath, resisting the urge to snap back at her. That would serve no purpose other than running the risk of injury. If he snapped, she would punish him, and so far, he hadn’t managed to escape from the power of her Calling, not enough to ignore the pain of her punishment.

      “I had asked for you to demonstrate what Finnish showed you last night.”

      “He showed me how to fight.”

      Liza watched him for a moment. He knew that she hated the fact that he had been working with Finnish, if only because she felt it was her mother meddling. Liza didn’t need to share that with him for him to know. It was in the way that she watched him leave, heading off with Finnish, and the way that she tested him when he returned, forcing him to share everything that they had done and everything that he might have learned.

      And yet, she seemed pleased by the fact that he progressed. She seemed to take credit for it, though she had nothing to do with it. The only thing Liza offered was an opportunity to continue to practice, nothing more.

      “Fighting? I should think that Mother would know that teaching you to fight would be potentially dangerous.”

      “She knows that you have me trained,” Fes said.

      Liza watched him for a moment, almost as if trying to decide if he were telling her the truth before smiling. A wave of pleasure followed. “Perhaps that is all it is.”

      They continued riding, and Fes wanted to move ahead and listen to Elsanelle, but Liza stayed back as she often did. Instead, Kathes rode next to her mother, and the two of them remained in quiet conversation, leaving Fes wondering why Liza was often excluded. There was something to that which he thought he could take advantage of, but what? How would he be given the opportunity to use that knowledge?

      And maybe there was no way to use that knowledge. Maybe the only thing that he could do was continue to try to fight Elsanelle and her attempt at Calling him.

      “We will reach the creature today,” Liza said.

      Fes pulled his attention away from Elsanelle, looking over at Liza, trying to determine whether she expected a response or not.

      “I understand that you will be guiding us to it?”

      Fes tried not to nod but could not fight it. “I don’t know that we will reach the creature today.”

      Pain surged and he clenched his jaw, trying to resist the effect.

      “The forest is large and difficult to navigate,” Fes said.

      It took everything in his being to get those words out. Speaking against the effect of the Calling was difficult, and he didn’t know if they were aware of his attempt to ignore it or if they were aware that he attempted to defy them.

      Liza claimed that she knew when he used his Deshazl ability, and Fes still wasn’t certain whether or not that was true, but he had to at least consider the possibility that it was, and if it was, he didn’t want to risk her learning just how much he had managed to accomplish. He preferred to have her think that he was weaker. It was easier that way.

      “You know how to reach the creature.”

      Fes squeezed his eyes shut and nodded despite every effort not to.

      A wave of pleasure washed through him, and guilt and shame followed.

      The caravan ambled on. As the day grew long, they neared the entry point that he had taken into the forest with Arudis. Elsanelle glanced back at him, seeming to know that he struggled with the proximity to the forest, as well as knowing that he struggled against what they asked of him.

      She called a halt and she turned to look at him. “Is this it?”

      “This is it.” Fes wouldn’t have been able to resist answering if he had tried. Her Calling was soft, barely more than a gentle touch, but enough that he wasn’t able to overpower it.

      “Then we will go.”

      “Entering the forest at this time of day is dangerous,” Fes said.

      That much was true, so it was easier for him to get the words out.

      “Dangerous? Even for one like you?”

      “I spent only a few nights in the forest and found it to be a difficult time.”

      “Interesting. I think you’re telling the truth.”

      She motioned for the others to begin to set up camp, and Liza nodded to Fes. “You will remain by your horse until the camp is settled, and then you can continue your training with Finnish.”

      As she said it, he attempted to ignore the effect of her Calling, and managed to do so, though only barely. With his resistance, he only had to struggle against the influence that came from Elsanelle. Even that was enough. Her Calling remained with him, a constant presence, as if she worried that he might try to escape. This close to the other Deshazl, he might.

      While he was standing, waiting by the horse, a commotion caught his attention and he turned. The distinct sounds of battle rang out near him.

      Fes wanted to go to the fighting, curious about who the Damhur might be facing, but he couldn’t. Everything within him forced him to stay in one place. The Calling compelled him, keeping him from even considering anything other than complying.

      He could watch, though.

      Fes turned to try to focus on the battle and managed to catch a glimpse of the combatants.

      Deshazl.

      He knew that it was the Deshazl, and though he couldn’t tell who was nearby, he could feel the effect of the Calling. Elsanelle would overpower any of the Deshazl, and she would prevent them from opposing her.

      Fes had to help. Somehow, he had to resist, only… He didn’t know how.

      Liza appeared out of the darkness. She watched him, a smile curving her lips. “You think that you would fight?”

      Fes stared blankly, trying not to say anything, not trusting himself. If he did, he would likely end up revealing what he knew about the attack, and would likely reveal what he knew about the Deshazl nearby.

      “If you’d like to fight, I can ensure that you have the opportunity.”

      She smiled again, and the effect of a Calling washed over him.

      As it did, he screamed out. “No!”

      She smiled again. “Now we will find out just how much Finnish has taught you.”

      She intended for him to fight the Deshazl.

      He’d been gone from them long enough that they would have to know that he’d been Called, but it also risked him facing people that he cared about, people that he had hoped to bring to freedom, people who he had worked to get away from the Damhur. And now he would be fighting on behalf of the Damhur.

      “Go,” she said.

      He could no more resist than he could stop breathing.

      Fes started forward, reluctantly at first, then with increased speed. When he reached the edge of the campsite, Finnish was there, directing men out into the night.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “The Mistress instructed me to fight.”

      Finnish frowned. “Why would she instruct you to fight? She knows that you are not fully trained. It’s a mistake.”

      Fes could only nod. He agreed that it was a mistake, but not for the same reason that Finnish believed. It was a mistake because he wouldn’t hurt his friends. He couldn’t, and yet… As much as he wanted to deny the fact that he would fight on behalf of the Damhur, the Calling settled within him, and he knew that he could not ignore it, not indefinitely.

      Finnish turned away from Fes. He thought that was the end of it and he started out into the night, prepared to do what Liza instructed, forcing the Calling upon him, but hoping that he could find some way to ignore it.

      And then he felt it.

      It was a Calling, and it came from Elsanelle.

      Fes’s heart hammered. If Elsanelle was here, forcing a Calling upon him, there would be nothing he could do to oppose it. He froze in place, staring out into the night, trying to head out to what he heard, to reach the battle, if only to save those he cared about, but he couldn’t. His body wouldn’t move.

      He felt Elsanelle approach as much as he heard her. When she reached him, she stared at him for a moment. “You intend to fight?”

      “Liza instructs me to fight.”

      “Does she? She feels that you are trained enough?”

      Fes could only nod.

      “And are you?”

      He blinked. There was power in the question and he tried to ignore what was in it, but he couldn’t. “No.”

      Finnish stood next to Fes and watched him, irritation evident on his face. He said nothing, and Fes was reminded of the time when he had first met the man, when he had thought to speak his mind to Elsanelle and had been punished for it. But did nothing to take the smug look from his face. He seemed as if he were pleased by Fes’s admission and almost as if he expected Fes to be punished.

      “You will go. You will fight. And you will show your friends what it means for you to be one of the tarshel.”

      Her Calling overwhelmed everything, nearly obliterating his mind, and Fes could think of nothing else other than doing what she wanted.

      Still, there was a distant part of his mind that rebelled. “No!”

      Elsanelle turned to him with an incredulous expression. “No? You would deny me?”

      The power of her Calling filled him. He tried to summon the strength, trying to focus his mind, using his Deshazl connection to do so, but even as he tried, he failed. He couldn’t resist the power of the Calling.

      Fes marched forward, away from Elsanelle, away from the Damhur, and directly toward people that he cared about. With each step, he knew what he would do, just as he knew that he didn’t want to, yet there was nothing that he could do to stop it. With each step, he began to hate himself more, wishing for some way to resist, wanting something—anything—to keep from attacking his friends.

      And yet… there wasn’t anything. He would attack, and he would do as he was commanded. That was the power of the Calling, a power that was more than he could withstand.

      Night swallowed him, but not so much that he didn’t know that Deshazl were out.

      He unsheathed his sword, heading toward them, loathing himself.

      When he saw the first Deshazl, his stomach dropped.

      It was Nick.

      “Fes?”

      He couldn’t speak. His body acted almost as if independent from his mind, and he fought, swinging his sword around, attempting to attack but knowing that he should not. Despite that knowledge, he couldn’t change what he was doing. It was almost as if Elsanelle wanted him to know exactly what he was doing, as if she wanted him to be aware, to torment him with that knowledge. And, he had to admit, she probably did. There was power in controlling him in such a way. There was power in compelling him, forcing him to do her bidding, to make him react like this, knowing that he was helpless to stop it.

      It made him hate her all the more.

      And yet, there was nothing that he could do. He stepped forward, his sword swinging, and Nick attempted to block, but Fes was quick and more than that, the training that he’d had with Finnish had allowed him to learn to control his Deshazl magic, almost more than he should have been able to do. Now when he attacked, there was control to the magic, and he eased through it, swinging, sending Nick staggering back.

      “Fes?”

      His name cut through him and he halted, but for barely a moment.

      He tried to speak, but his mouth and lips wouldn’t work and no words came out.

      The only thing that he could do was fight.

      Two others joined Nick. He recognized them, knowing them as Deshazl, as his friends. Michael and Sarah. Both of them faced him, swords drawn and helping to push back, using skills that Fes himself had attempted to teach them, and yet with his connection to the Deshazl magic and with his new control, he didn’t struggle against them.

      Fes forced them back.

      All of a sudden, Nick’s eyes glazed over.

      He was Called.

      “No!”

      Even as he said it, there was nothing that he could do, no way to fully resist, and despite everything in him wanting to oppose the effect of the Calling, he and Nick now turned their attention to Sarah and Michael.

      They were no match for the two of them.

      Suddenly, their eyes began to glaze, and they joined Fes and Nick.

      One by one, all of the Deshazl around him began to turn, the Calling too powerful, the effect of it too much for any of them to overcome. Arudis had tried to teach them, tried to instruct them on how to stay strong, but she hadn’t explained that they would ever come across someone like this. Had Arudis known that someone like Elsanelle existed? If she did, why hadn’t she warned Fes and the others that they wouldn’t be strong enough?

      Unless she didn’t want him to know. Maybe she knew and feared what would happen, but then, Fes deserved to know, especially if he was destined to combat Elsanelle and get used against those he cared about.

      He wanted to fight and resist, but there was no resistance in him. And it was all the worse that Elsanelle allowed him the knowledge of what he did. That she wanted him to know just what he was going through.

      He turned, drawn to fighting nearby, and came face to face with Dragon Guards.

      The nearest of the Dragon Guard looked at him, eyes wide as Fes confronted him, and there was nothing that Fes could say, nothing that he could do, that would explain why he was confronting the man this way. How could he explain when he didn’t know how to make sense of it, either?

      Another attack, and he fought, swinging his sword again and again, blocking the Dragon Guard. They were skilled swordsmen, but they had nothing on him, not when facing someone powered by Deshazl magic, filled with it in such a way that he was able to overpower anything they could throw at him.

      When he cut down the first of the Dragon Guard, a part of him cried out. Despite wanting to stop, and wanting to keep from attacking, he couldn’t. It was almost as if the sword moved without his control.

      Elsanelle was using him, far more effectively than he would have been able to use himself.

      He cut down another of the Dragon Guard. Each time he did, another part of him cried out, hating what he did, wishing that there was something—anything—that he could do to stop himself, but he wasn’t strong enough.

      Another Dragon Guard appeared and Fes carved through him, no longer able to think. Everything came as a blur and he tried to stop what he was doing, tried to fight back, to oppose the effect of the Calling, but he couldn’t.

      Fes wasn’t alone in fighting the Dragon Guard. The other Deshazl, all of them now Called, converged upon them.

      The Dragon Guard fell. How could they not, especially when confronted by people as powerful as the Deshazl? Though they might not have the ability to control their magic, the effect of the Calling was such that they didn’t need to intentionally control it. Elsanelle did that for them.

      The fighting stopped.

      The Calling drew him back and Fes turned. Nearly twenty Deshazl started back toward the camp, and he hated that he was the reason that they were here, hated that Elsanelle was the reason that they had been Called.

      As he followed them, Fes felt a surge of power. Heat built, coming from fire magic.

      At first, he thought it was Elsanelle. She had fire magic, and though he didn’t know how powerful she was with it, he suspected that she was one of the fire mages responsible for resurrecting the dragon. Those who had been there were incredibly powerful fire mages, and they would have rivaled even the most powerful fire mage within the empire.

      The longer that he felt the building power, the more he was certain that it wasn’t Elsanelle. There was something familiar about that power, and Fes wasn’t sure why that should be. Why would he be able to recognize fire magic?

      With a jolt that struck through his chest, he thought he knew.

      Jayell.

      More than anything else, Fes didn’t want Jayell to see him like this. He didn’t want her to know that he had succumbed to the attack in this way. He didn’t want her to know that he had no control over himself and that the Damhur were able to Call him so easily.

      What must she already think?

      She would have to think that he was weak. And he was weak. As much as he wanted to resist the effect of the Calling, he had been unable to do so. Because of him, the rest of the Deshazl were in danger, and even though twenty had succumbed to the Calling, more soon would. When Elsanelle knew about the rest of the Deshazl, it wouldn’t take long before she turned her attention to them.

      And there was nothing that he would be able to do. He would attack, forced into it by Elsanelle or one of the other Damhur, nothing more than a mindless slave, trapped within his own thoughts.

      The fire magic built, power from it continuing to grow. Fes felt it and wanted to turn, but the Calling that compelled him prevented him from doing so. He had one task, and that was to return to the others.

      The spell continued to build, and had he been in control of himself, he thought that he would have been able to cut through it, to prevent it from reaching him, but with the Calling so direct, there was no way to do anything different.

      When the spell released, Fes felt it, and then he felt it.

      It slammed into him, sending him staggering forward. Fire and heat enveloped him. He wouldn’t be able to survive this. Whoever had attacked—and if it were Jayell, he didn’t blame her—had power, and the spell was meant to destroy, nothing more.

      He closed his eyes, welcoming the darkness.
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      When he awoke, his head was throbbing. Fes thought for a moment that he was still with the Damhur. He’d felt like this after awakening before and wouldn’t be surprised to feel it again, but there were walls around him, and thin sunlight streamed in through a window, sending bands of warmth across the room. The air smelled different. It didn’t have the hint of the forest, and there was no stink of horses that had been there during the journey so far.

      He tried to turn but found that his head wouldn’t swivel quite as well as he thought it should. His wrists and ankles were bound, tying him into place.

      What happened?

      “Fes?”

      He recognized the voice. After everything that he’d been through over the last few days, the torment of traveling with the Damhur, he hadn’t expected to be back with Jayell, and now that he was, he wasn’t entirely certain what to say.

      There came the sound of rustling cloth and Jayell took a seat on a chair next to him. She remained just out of reach, almost as if she feared what he might do.

      But then, she would fear that. He had been fighting on behalf of the Damhur, forced to do so by the Calling, and she wouldn’t know whether he was still under the influence of that Call.

      “I’m okay,” he said.

      “It’s a precaution. You understand…”

      Fes tried to turn so that he could see her. He understood. Had the situation been reversed, he would have done the same thing. It was necessary with what they had experienced, and the Deshazl needed to be safe.

      “Are you…”

      Fes shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “There’s one of the Damhur who is incredibly skilled with Calling. I’m not sure I would know.”

      Jayell breathed out heavily. “When you didn’t return, we knew that something had happened, but we couldn’t risk going back to look. Azithan thought you had died.”

      “Maybe it would’ve been better had I died.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      He turned to her, meeting her gaze. “They used me to reach the dragon. What am I supposed to say?”

      And it was more than simply using him to reach the dragon. They had used him when they had neared the Deshazl, turning people that he cared about. Many of them had already been captive by the Damhur once before, and many had wanted to do anything to avoid recapture.

      He could practically see Nick and the mindless way that he had changed, turned to attack the Deshazl on behalf of the Damhur. There were Sarah and Michael and…

      Fes pushed those names out of his mind. It did no good to think about what had happened. He needed to let it go, and he needed to find some way of moving on, though he wasn’t certain whether he would be able to do so.

      “The dragon should be safe,” Jayell said. “Arudis has been working with it and she thinks that there is no way they would be able to Call to it.”

      “I thought that I would be able to avoid the effect of a Call,” Fes said. He fell silent for a moment. “How many were lost?”

      Jayell met his gaze for a long moment and then sighed. “Nearly thirty.”

      Thirty. The number hit home, and it pained him to know that he was at least partially responsible for what had happened to them. He wasn’t the one to perform the Calling, but it was because of him that the Damhur had come this far. Worse, of those thirty, it would have been men and women who would have felt that they were least likely to be influenced by a Calling, and they would have believed themselves safe.

      “And Arudis?”

      “She’s here.”

      At least she hadn’t been influenced by the Calling. There was that much. If she had been taken, any hope for the Deshazl would have been gone.

      “She tried to protect them during the attack,” Jayell said.

      “I’m not sure that anyone can protect them from this L’sam.”

      “L’sam?”

      “That’s what they call the Damhur who can Call.”

      Jayell sat silently for a moment. “What happened?”

      “They intended to train me.”

      “And did they?”

      Fes raised his head just enough to look at the bindings around his wrists. Then he shook his head. “They didn’t, at least, not the way that they wanted to.”

      “I asked that they not keep you like this, but she was concerned about what you might do.”

      Fes nodded. “I would have been concerned too. What happened with the emperor?”

      “He’s here. He wasn’t Called. He and Jaken have been spending time with the dragon. You’re right. Arudis has convinced him that the dragon should not be destroyed. The emperor seems to think that he should be allowed to ride the dragon, though it’s almost as if he has no connection to it.”

      “How long have you been here?”

      “A few days. It took time before Arudis trusted us enough to bring him to the dragon, but…”

      “But what?”

      “Fes, there are some things that I don’t know how to tell you.”

      “The dragon heart?”

      “I don’t know. Arudis wouldn’t let us near the dragon for so long, and then there was an attack…”

      He jerked on the ropes, wanting to sit up. The straps that held him were nothing more than leather wraps and he focused on them, honing his Deshazl magic into a tight connection, squeezing it out. As he did, it exploded into the nearest rope, freeing his left wrist. He quickly did the same to his right, sitting up and then pulling his feet free.

      Jayell stood with a start and staggered back. “Fes?”

      “I’m not Called, if that’s what you’re concerned about.”

      “If you’re not, then you should wait until Arudis has a chance to work with you. She’s ensuring that the others are safe, and when she’s done, she was going to come back here.”

      “I’m not sure we have time for that.”

      “And why would we not have time, Fezarn?”

      Fes spun quickly to see Arudis standing in a doorway. She was a small woman, and compact, but somehow managed to seem as if she filled the doorway. A sense of power radiated from her, and it reminded Fes of what he had detected from Finnish.

      “She intends to go after the dragon.”

      “Of course she does,” Arudis said.

      There was something about the offhand way that Arudis said it that left him with questions. “Do you know her?”

      Arudis studied him. “The fact that you are here at all tells me that you were considered useful.”

      “Useful? They wanted a weapon and they believed that they could train me.”

      Arudis snorted. “They believe that every Deshazl is nothing more than a creature waiting for a time when they can be trained. I imagine that you posed a unique challenge.”

      “Not as unique as I would have liked,” Fes said. “If I were more of a challenge, I think that they would have had a harder time using me.”

      “And yet here you are. You might have done things that you regret, but I doubt that you have done nearly so much as what you fear.”

      “I told them about the dragon.”

      Arudis chuckled. “They already knew about the dragon, Fezarn. You told them nothing that they weren’t already aware of.”

      “I told them where to find the dragon.”

      Arudis frowned. “Like I said, I doubt that you told them anything they weren’t already aware of. They were here when the dragon was released, and they knew where it went, and only needed help reaching it. Keeping them from the other dragon is what matters.”

      “You don’t think my help matters?”

      “On the contrary, I know that your help mattered to them. But as I said, I think they viewed you as a particular challenge that they didn’t fully understand.”

      Fes watched Arudis. There was something in her mannerisms that struck a chord with him. She wasn’t surprised by the fact that he was here, and didn’t seem surprised by the fact that he had freed himself. Neither did she seem worried he had done anything.

      Had the straps been nothing more than a test? Maybe she wasn’t worried about him escaping so much as wanting to see whether he could.

      “You know her.”

      Fes didn’t know much about Arudis before he had encountered her, but her knowledge of the Deshazl, her ability to withstand the effect the Calling, was greater than anyone else. That spoke of knowledge that had been acquired somewhere else.

      How could he not have seen it before?

      “You came from Javoor.”

      Jayell glanced from Fes to Arudis, a deep frown on her face.

      “You should be careful, Fezarn.”

      “Is that because you worry that others will learn? Why would you care? If you’re here to help, it shouldn’t matter where you’ve come from.”

      “It matters to some,” she said softly.

      “Do you know her?”

      “I know her,” she said with a soft whisper.

      “Who is this that you are talking about?” Jayell asked.

      Fes held Arudis’s gaze for a long moment. “Elsanelle.”

      Arudis’s eyes widened. “How is it that you learned her name?”

      “I asked.”

      “She would only have told you if… Oh, Fezarn.”

      “What?”

      “She’s using you.”

      “She has used me. Everything that she’s done has used me. She has a subtle touch, and her ability to Call is different than any of the others I’ve been around.”

      “Because she is one of the Trivent.” When he frowned, she went on. “They lead in Javoor. I suspected that one had come, especially with the amount of power that was used in resurrecting the dragon, but had not expected to actually encounter her. Elsanelle is particularly notorious and is quite well known for things that she has done.”

      “Is she the one you escaped from?”

      Arudis nodded.

      “How? With as powerful as she is…”

      Arudis met his gaze for a long moment. “I would not have been able to escape from her now, but when I did, she was still working on developing her power. I was given to her as a gift, a way for her to learn how to control one of the Deshazl.”

      “Not Deshazl. Tarshel.”

      Arudis’s eyes narrowed at the use of that term, and she nodded slowly. “Yes. As much as I hate their continued use of that phrase, that is what we were in Javoor.”

      “What does it mean?” Jayell asked.

      “It is an insult. It’s their way of maintaining control, of using us, and they would hold that derogatory term against us.”

      “I refuse to let them call me it.”

      “I imagine you suffered,” Arudis said.

      Fes closed his eyes, remembering the pain all too easily. “I suffered, but there are times when it is necessary to suffer.”

      Arudis stared at him for a moment. “Come with me.”

      She turned and left the room and Fes followed her. Jayell grabbed his arm, turning to look at him. “Fes. This is much more than simply about saving the dragon.”

      “I know. It’s about stopping a war.”

      “Are you sure you should even be a part of this?”

      He breathed out heavily. Even if he didn’t want to be, he was. The simple fact that he was Deshazl made him a part, and he had been drawn into it by the way that they Called him, and the way that they Called others. If he did nothing, the Damhur would continue to attack, sweeping through the empire, reaching for Deshazl and Calling them. Those Deshazl were his relatives, however distantly that might be. If he did nothing, he would be complicit.

      Yet, involving himself meant that he would suddenly become a part of something much different—and much worse. He would suddenly become a part of a war that he had wanted no part of, but now he was a part of it, and possibly maybe an integral part.

      “I’m not sure that I have much choice.”

      Jayell turned him toward her and met his gaze. “Is that what you want?”

      Fes smiled at her. “I want to help. I want to understand what it means for me to have this connection. And I want to ensure that those who share my connection aren’t harmed the way they once were.” And he wanted to help the dragon. For some reason, that mattered to him almost as much as anything, although he didn’t feel comfortable telling Jayell that. If he did, he suspected she would understand. If anyone would understand, it would be Jayell.

      She squeezed his hand, saying nothing as they followed Arudis from the room.

      Fes wasn’t surprised to find that they were in a small bunker, and within it there were a few small side rooms, but nothing more than that. The room was otherwise empty and he looked around, searching for where Arudis had gone, but she wasn’t there.

      The door leading outside the building was cracked.

      Fes stepped outside and looked around, surprised that he wasn’t in the village as he had expected.

      “Where are we?” he asked Jayell, but even as he did, he thought he knew. The buildings had a familiarity to them and Fes had seen them before, though when he had last been here, he had come with Arudis, drawn by the dragon. “The Deshazl city?”

      Jayell watched him. “She thought that we needed to move away from the village. After the attack…”

      After the attack, the village wouldn’t have been safe, and the captured Deshazl, those who had been Called, would have been potentially coerced into sharing the location of the rest of the Deshazl. It made sense to go somewhere else, but here? This was a place that he thought was almost sacred, and he was surprised that Arudis would share it so openly.

      “What is it?”

      Fes shook his head, closing his eyes as he tried to search for his connection to the dragon. It would have to be here, wouldn’t it?

      Distantly, he thought that he felt the connection to the dragon, though it wasn’t as it had been when he first had come to the village. When he had come the last time, the dragon had practically filled him, the sense of it calling to him and away that he would not have been able to ignore. This sense of the dragon was muted, almost as if it tried to hide from Fes.

      Maybe it did.

      “Is this safe?” he asked.

      “As safe as we can be, Fezarn.”

      Fes looked up to see Arudis watching him. On the other side of a narrow street were three other Deshazl who watched him warily. Had it come to that? Had it reached the point that he no longer was trusted by the Deshazl? It disappointed him if true. But then, he couldn’t deny that it was warranted. He had been controlled, and as far as they knew, he might still be controlled, Called by Elsanelle.

      A part of him wondered whether he weren’t still controlled by Elsanelle’s subtle touch.

      She nodded to him and he followed. They weaved their way through the Deshazl city, heading toward the central clearing where he had seen the dragon the last time.

      As they approached, the sense of heat that he had detected when he’d been here before continued to build, rising around him and pushing upon him. The heat was not unpleasant, simply a warmth, and though the haze that swirled around him was strange, he was able to see through it.

      At the clearing, he caught sight of the blue gleaming from the scales of the dragon.

      Why was he not able to detect the dragon quite as well as he had been before?

      Arudis stopped at the edge of the clearing. She nodded to the other Deshazl and they retreated. Fes stood next to Jayell. She watched him, almost as if she wasn’t sure what he might do. For his part, Fes wasn’t sure what he might do.

      Had Elsanelle controlled him so that he would reach this part of the forest? Did she somehow control him even now?

      He couldn’t be certain that she didn’t and that made him uncomfortable. But then, he had no weapon. When he had been rescued by Jayell or Azithan, they had taken his dragonglass sword, leaving him unarmed. Even unarmed, he wasn’t completely helpless, but he doubted that his Deshazl magic would work against the dragon.

      “I don’t know if it’s safe for me to be here,” he said.

      “I don’t either, which is exactly why you needed to come.”

      “What if she wanted me to be here?”

      “I suspect that she did. Elsanelle is nothing if not cunning, and she would have known that it would have been difficult for her to reach the dragon herself, so I imagine that she coordinated it so that you would reach him. It’s entirely possible that she has some way of tracking you through the forest. I hadn’t realized that she was the one to assume control of your training, and had I known, I probably wouldn’t have brought you here.”

      “She didn’t take control of my training. Liza trained me, though Elsanelle kept a close watch.”

      “Liza, as in her daughter?” When Fes nodded, Arudis’s frown deepened. “More than ever, we need to ensure that you won’t betray us.”

      “How do you intend to do that?”

      “The only way that I know how. The dragon will ensure it.”

      “I don’t want to hurt the dragon. That’s been on my mind ever since I was captured. As much as I tried to fight, I wasn’t able to resist as much as I wanted. And I don’t want to be the reason that the dragon is captured by the Damhur.”

      Fes looked out into the clearing and realized that the dragon wasn’t alone. The emperor was with the dragon. He was resplendent in his maroon and gold cloak, and he stood before the dragon, his hands clasped in front of him, staring at the dragon. The dragon seemed disinterested in the emperor, ignoring him.

      “What’s happening here?” Fes asked Arudis.

      “He has wanted a chance to speak to the dragon, and I have done what he asked.”

      “Why do I get the sense that he is displeased by what he’s experiencing?”

      Arudis smiled. “The emperor believes that because he has the Deshazl connection, he should be granted reign over the dragons. He does not understand that is not how the connection has worked.”

      “And how does the connection work?”

      Arudis looked over and met Fes’s eyes. “The dragon chooses.”

      “Not the Deshazl?”

      “It has to be mutual, but when the dragons and the Deshazl were more prevalent, the connection was easier. It was more about finding a fit than anything else. In some ways, it was a marriage.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “Our records remain complete,” she said.

      “Yours? As in the Damhur?”

      Her brow furrowed for a moment and then she nodded. “The Damhur maintain records of the dragons, knowing that in order to overthrow the empire, they would need to control the dragons as they once attempted to control them. Had it not been for the Deshazl, they would have succeeded. It’s part of the reason they chose to enslave the Deshazl rather than trying to work with them. By enslaving them, they have eliminated the threat of a people who might otherwise oppose what they did to the dragons.”

      “What happens if she is using me?”

      “We have already discussed that. It is entirely likely that she is using you, but knowing that, we are at an advantage. Because we know that she is likely using you, we can protect you—and the dragon.”

      “How?” Fes turned to Arudis. “You’ve said that you fear Elsanelle and you said that she is one of the most powerful in Javoor. How am I supposed to shake off the effect of her Calling?”

      “You will not. It’s possible that the dragon might.”

      “Possible?”

      “I can’t say with any certainty whether it will work. I don’t have a connection to the dragon. He tolerates me, but that is all. I think he recognizes that I mean him no harm, and he understands that I intend to try to protect him, but more than that…”

      “How will I know if he does more than tolerate me?”

      Arudis smiled slightly. “He will tell you.”

      “The dragon will tell me?”

      “That is how you know that you have forged a connection to the dragon. If you are successful, the dragon will speak to you.”

      Fes stared at the dragon. Even in the hazy light of the forest, there was something impressive about the way the light glittered upon his scales. He was left with a longing, a desire to approach the dragon, to run his hands along the scales and feel the power that hummed within the great creature, but if he did so, he wondered whether the dragon would even tolerate him or whether he would be cast aside.

      “Go, and you will see,” Arudis urged.

      Fes approached slowly, facing the dragon. The massive dragon turned his head toward Fes, looking upon him with golden eyes that gleamed brightly. He watched the dragon, the intensity and intelligent behind those eyes evident in the way that he seemed to wait for Fes to approach.

      He held his hands out, reaching toward the dragon, trying to present himself as no threat to the creature. The dragon continued to watch him and Fes hesitated. Would he get attacked if he continued to approach? He didn’t know exactly what the dragon might do to him, only that he feared the creature. It was an instinctive fear, sparked by the sheer size of the dragon and the overwhelming sense that radiated from it.

      Yet… despite his fear, he knew that the dragon should not mean him any harm. They shared a connection, and though he didn’t understand everything about that connection, he could feel the power coming from the dragon, power that was shared with Fes.

      He glanced back, looking at Arudis to see what she intended for them, but she only watched.

      The dragon continued to observe him.

      With a sudden movement, the dragon stood, propping itself up on his hind legs, and shook out his massive wings, unfolding them behind him. The dragon circled Fes, slowly coming around him, before stopping once more and lowering his head down to Fes’s level. He stared at Fes, and it felt as if he were burned into his core, as if that gaze alone was enough to peer deep into the depths of Fes’s self.

      “I don’t want to betray you,” Fes said.

      Did it even matter that he was talking to the dragon? He still didn’t know if the dragon could understand him, and didn’t know if having that chance to communicate made a difference or not. All he knew was that he felt compelled to speak, to try to reach the dragon and share that he had no interest in harming the great creature.

      The dragon snorted. Steam streamered from his nostrils.

      Pressure built from the dragon. It was familiar and yet foreign at the same time. Fes had felt a similar pressure before, and it took him a moment to realize why.

      It was the same type of pressure he felt around other Deshazl, but mixed with it came the sense that he felt from fire magic.

      The pressure continued to rise, building higher and higher, and Fes waited, uncertain what the dragon might do, knowing that he needed to be here for whatever happened.

      This was why Arudis had brought him here.

      When the power exploded, it washed over Fes.

      He blinked, half expecting that he would be burned away, as if the dragon would intend to attack him, but that didn’t happen at all. The dragon simply scorched his mind, using his magic to flay free the influence of the Damhur.

      He gasped.

      There had been a connection from Elsanelle. Fes had suspected there was, but now that it was gone, now that his mind was freed from it, he no longer had to wonder about it. He no longer had to wonder how—and what—she did to him. The Call had bound him to her, and though she had claimed that Liza was to train him, she hadn’t allowed that at all. Elsanelle had been the one trying to train him, using her forced connection to him in order to do so.

      “How can you do that for me but not protect your own mind?”

      The dragon snorted, leaning close to Fes, and spoke with a voice that was both deep and ancient. “Dragons protect Deshazl. The Deshazl protect the dragons.”

      With that, the dragon flipped his wings and glided into the air, skimming across the treetops and disappearing into the depths of the forest.
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      When Fes returned to Arudis, she stared up at the tree line, watching as the dragon departed. A troubled expression marred her face, leaving the corner of her eyes wrinkled. Her mouth was pressed into a thin line.

      “What did you do?” Arudis asked.

      “I did nothing. I told the dragon how I intended to try to protect him and that I didn’t want anything to happen to him, but…”

      Arudis turned her attention to him, staring at him for a moment. “There was power. I felt what the dragon did but could not detect the intention behind it. What did he do?”

      Fes looked up at the top of the trees, but the dragon was gone. What would happen now? And what did it mean that the dragon had responded to him? He had spoken to Fes, and somehow, Fes had understood.

      How was it that he had understood the dragon?

      That seemed to be the question he needed answered, though he didn’t know whether there would be an answer—or if there could be one.

      “He told me that dragons protect the Deshazl,” Fes said.

      The emperor had been watching from behind Arudis, and he shot Fes a hard look. “The dragon spoke to you?”

      Fes glanced from the emperor to Arudis before nodding. “You couldn’t hear him?”

      Arudis shook her head. “I heard the dragon snorting, but nothing more than that. Dragons have a unique ability in choosing who they allowed to understand what they say.”

      Then why had the dragon chosen Fes? Why not the emperor? Helping the emperor would do more to help the dragons than helping Fes. Fes might be Deshazl, but that was the only claim he had. The emperor was both Deshazl and ruler of the empire. Certainly that would have to mean more to the dragon.

      “Where did it go?” the emperor asked.

      “I don’t know. He said that the dragons protect the Deshazl and that the Deshazl protect the dragons and then he took off.”

      Arudis stared into the depths of the forest. “He went to protect the other,” she said softly.

      The emperor frowned. “The one who needs the dragon heart?”

      Arudis nodded. “The attempt to raise it was incomplete. There was something missing.”

      “How was it possible?” the emperor asked.

      “The Damhur have tried to raise dragons for a long time,” she said.

      Fes frowned before suddenly understanding. “That’s how you escaped.”

      She nodded. “I came here, back to the lands of the dragon, bringing the first attempt they made at restoring the dragons.”

      Could that be what had happened? The golden-scaled dragon was an attempt by the Damhur to resurrect that had gone awry?

      “What happened?”

      “They did not have all the necessary components to resurrect the dragon. They didn’t know it, not at the time, but they learned from their mistake.”

      “And they did not have the dragon heart?” the emperor asked.

      “No. Because the dragon heart is rare—and only found upon the dragon plain,” Azithan said, approaching behind Arudis.

      She eyed him for a moment before nodding.

      “Yes. They did not have the heart. That was a critical piece that they had missed, and they didn’t know it was necessary. They thought it was all about the power of the dragon pearls, and that by having enough pearls, they should be able to raise the dragons, but the pearls were not all that was required to bring them back. It was more than that. It required something that they had not seen in their lands in many years.”

      Fes looked over at Azithan. “Did you know?”

      Azithan shook his head. “I didn’t know. My knowledge of dragon resurrection is limited. We have some ancient works detailing it, but none have been clear about what would be required to bring them back. Most who study such things believe that those texts are little more than religious in nature, which is the reason that the priests, those who follow the Path of the Flame, are the most likely to believe them.”

      Fes turned to Arudis, a troubling thought coming to him. “They chased you here?”

      Could it be Arudis was the reason that the Damhur had returned to the empire? He had been thinking that she might be responsible for helping the Deshazl, and though she was helping, maybe she did so out of guilt rather than out of some altruistic desire to help.

      “You saw the creature,” she said.

      “I saw the dragon,” he said. “Just because I saw the dragon doesn’t mean that having it back in the world is reason to draw the empire back into a war that had been over for centuries.”

      She stared at Fes for a long moment. “Over? The war was never over. It simply shifted, moving across the sea. You may not have dealt with the Damhur and their attacks in the empire in the last thousand years, but others have known what it is like to be oppressed, and have not forgotten what it is like to suffer under those who control them, forcing them to do what their masters want.”

      Fes understood that much better than what he cared for, but that didn’t mean that what Arudis had done was right.

      “All of the Deshazl here are in danger because of what you did,” Fes said.

      “The Deshazl might be in danger, but they were never safe. Even your empire has known that. The Deshazl of this land have remained hidden. Staying concealed, not living openly and proudly as they should.”

      “The Damhur have always remained a threat, Fezarn,” Azithan said softly. “Most do not know that they do, and will know nothing other than how we defend against invaders along our shores, but we have known of the danger of the Damhur. The fire mages have defended against them.”

      “But the Deshazl—”

      “Have been lost in these lands,” Arudis said.

      Fes didn’t know what to say. Maybe there wasn’t anything to say. The Deshazl had remained hidden, to the point that he didn’t even know that he was Deshazl until recently. He still wasn’t entirely sure how much of his heritage his parents had known of when they had traveled with him. Maybe they had known all of it, but maybe they hadn’t.

      “Your emperor is Deshazl, and even he has not acknowledged who he was before this all started,” she said.

      The emperor had been silent, and Fes kept waiting for him to say something, to acknowledge that there was a problem with what she had done, but he didn’t. And maybe he wouldn’t.

      “How long have you been in the empire?” the emperor asked.

      “Long enough to know that the dragons needed to return.”

      “How long?” the emperor asked again.

      “Nearly twenty years.”

      She glanced over at Fes, and he frowned. That duration seemed a coincidence. That was almost as long as it’d been since his parents had died. He knew that his parents must have some knowledge of who—and what—they were, but the timing seemed off.

      “Did you know them?”

      Arudis studied Fes for a moment before nodding. “They traveled with me. Many of us managed to escape Javoor and we came here with the young dragonling.”

      Fes blinked. His parents had been a part of that? If true, it meant that he had always been a part of it. And it meant that this had always been his fight.

      But if that were true, then he was never a part of the empire.

      His memories of that time were faint. Trauma from losing his parents had made them difficult. He remembered their travels, but remembered them mostly as time spent on the road, time where they struggled, striving to reach others.

      She watched Fes for a moment. “Your parents were lost during the crossing,” Arudis said. “I wasn’t sure that you were who I believed, but with everything you have done in the time since then, I have become increasingly certain. They were separated from us during a storm. As much as we tried to remain together, we lost them. We were two ships, traveling across the sea, neither of our vessels very large out of necessity. If we had tried to travel in much greater size, we would have drawn the attention of the Javoor navy.”

      Arudis looked at the emperor before turning her attention to Azithan. “The Damhur struggled to obtain dragon pearls in enough quantity—and quality—to do what they wanted. When they did finally acquire enough, they failed time and again. Eventually, they succeeded, raising a dragonling, though the creature was sickly. It was incomplete. Still, there would have been power in them from having a creature like that. Those of us who knew and understood what they attempted recognized the need for us to try and prevent them from using the creature, so we smuggled her out of Javoor, and we brought her here, to the lands were the dragons once roamed free. I have spent my days here searching for those with the same connection that I share to the dragons. Without the ability to Call them, my efforts have been limited. It has only been over the last few months that I have managed to find more with that ancient connection, and it was then that I realized something was changing.”

      “That was when the Damhur ventured across the sea,” Fes said.

      She nodded. “From what I can understand, word got to them that a dragon relic that had never been found before had been discovered.”

      “We have found dragon hearts before,” Azithan said softly.

      “Perhaps,” Arudis said. “But when you have found them, Javoor and the Damhur had never been aware of them. That has prevented them from knowing and using those relics.”

      “You said that the war hasn’t been over.”

      She shook her head. “In Javoor, there are those who still fight. There are those who share the ancient connection and still resist the Damhur. They have learned to ignore the Calling, and they have discovered a way to destroy them.”

      Fes glanced over at Jayell and then at Azithan, understanding settling within him. “The Asharn.” Fes turned his attention to Arudis. “That’s who you mean, isn’t it? The Asharn and the Damhur have continued to wage their war.”

      “I did not know that you are aware of them,” she said. “They have struggled to reach these lands, and we have searched for them, hoping to gain an ally…”

      “They won’t be an ally,” Azithan said.

      “If they know that you oppose the Damhur, they might.”

      “They attacked the palace,” the emperor said. “They attacked me.”

      Fes thought about what he had seen and experienced during that attack, and one thing kept coming back to him. It was the memory of words that they had used, of a demand that they had made to Fes.

      “You led the Damhur to believe that the dragonling you brought across the sea was in the palace.”

      She met his gaze for a moment before looking down. “What choice did we have?”

      Fes shook his head, scarcely able to believe it. Was that the reason for the attack on the palace? Could the Asharn be concerned that the Damhur might reach the dragon before them?

      Such a thing would disrupt the balance of power.

      The empire had prevented war for centuries, and in all that time, they had managed to keep peace, but now… Now it might be too late. War had come back to the empire, brought by a desire to protect the dragons and brought by those who were descended from the Deshazl—the original inhabitants of the empire—and from what Fes had seen of what the Damhur did to the Deshazl, he thought that perhaps it was time for the war to have returned. Something had to change.

      “No choice,” Fes said.

      Surprisingly, they might have an ally that he hadn’t known about, but in order for them to utilize that ally, they would need to find some way of getting to the Asharn. Fes wasn’t certain that there was any way of reaching them, not after the attack they had sustained while protecting the palace.

      “If the Asharn know how to protect themselves from the Damhur, how is it that more of those who were captured—the tarshel—aren’t aware of that same technique?”

      She met his gaze. “The Asharn have been fiercely protective of their secrets. If they learned, the Deshazl who know it would potentially be able to reveal how to defend themselves against that power. They have been selective with who they share and who they release.”

      “But they battled the Damhur?”

      She nodded. “They battle, taking artifacts that have been smuggled from elsewhere to provide strength and power, giving them access to equal types of magic. There has been an ongoing war, but…”

      Fes could only imagine. There would’ve been no end in sight. It would have required something dramatic in order to change the balance of power, the kind of dramatic influence that would need something more significant—like a dragon.

      It made it even more imperative that they prevent the Damhur from getting to the dragon. If they reached him, and if they were able to use his power, the Asharn would be destroyed.

      Would the same happen if the Asharn managed to get to the dragon?

      Fes might have felt differently had he not faced the Asharn and had he not been attacked by them, but with what they had done to the palace, the way they had attacked, he didn’t know whether there was anything he would be willing to do.

      “We first have to protect the dragon. Then we have to rescue our people. And then we have to push the Damhur out of the empire,” Fes said.

      “That won’t be the end of it,” Azithan said softly.

      Fes shook his head. He agreed. If they managed to succeed in pushing the Damhur out of the empire this time, how long would it be before they returned? How long would it be before another equally as powerful as Elsanelle appeared? How long might it be before they managed to resurrect another dragon?

      If there were other dragon hearts, that it meant it was possible for more dragons to be resurrected.

      Until he understood the dynamics at play, Fes hated that he felt that having the dragons resurrected might be more dangerous than not. It wasn’t that he wanted to delay the return of the dragons. After having seen how majestic and powerful they were, he wanted nothing more than to see them returned, but not if it meant that the battle would be waged within the empire.

      “What do you propose?” the emperor asked.

      “You’re asking me?”

      “It seems as if you are the one who is best equipped to do these things.”

      “I can’t protect myself against the Calling. If I get too close to Elsanelle…”

      “You can learn to ignore even her and with the right help, you will be able to stop all of the Damhur,” Arudis said.

      “How?”

      She turned her gaze to the sky, looking back toward the treetops. As she did, Fes realized that the dragon was returning, skimming just above the top of the trees. He felt the dragon as he approached. There was heat and power that built from him, and with that heat and power, he recognized a strange reverberation within him that had not been there before.

      “If I use the dragon, it risks exposing him to the Damhur,” he said.

      Arudis nodded. “I understand. And I imagine that if you have that conversation with the dragon, he will understand.”

      Would he? How could Fes convince the dragon of the need to use their strange new connection? Would the dragon even recognize it? If he did, would the dragon be willing to work with Fes?

      There was only one way to find out.

      He approached the dragon as the massive creature settled to the ground with a flap of wings that stirred up the earthy scent of the forest, mixing with a dry heat. The dragon watched Fes, his golden eyes seeming to pierce deep into Fes’s soul.

      “I don’t know if you’re willing to help or not, but there are others here who would try to control you.”

      “I smell them.”

      Fes blinked. He hadn’t been sure that the dragon would answer, and even if he did, Fes wasn’t sure that he would acknowledge him.

      “Are they near?”

      “Nearer than they should be. They have other Deshazl with them.”

      “That’s what I need your help with. I want to rescue those Deshazl and prevent the Damhur from controlling you and the other dragon.”

      “The other is safe.”

      “For now? Or indefinitely?”

      “She is as safe as she can be.”

      “Then you mean for now.”

      The dragon stared at him for a long moment. “How do you believe that I can help?”

      “You said that dragons protect Deshazl and that Deshazl protect dragons.”

      The dragon stared at Fes, saying nothing. The only movement came from steam emanating from his enormous nostrils. It billowed around Fes, and he stood, not certain what he could say that would convince the dragon, if anything.

      “I was hoping that we could work together. I will help protect you and the other dragon if you would help me protect the Deshazl.”

      Fes didn’t how they would fight even if the dragon agreed. There were other Deshazl remaining in the city, and though they were hidden for now, he didn’t doubt Elsanelle’s ability to reach them, to somehow call them out and to find a way to use them. If she succeeded, the Deshazl would be Called, controlled, and Fes didn’t know whether he would be able to provide ongoing protection for the dragon. If he failed at that, what would happen?

      He didn’t want to think about it.

      “You protected me once,” the dragon said.

      “I did what I can, though I don’t know what it was.” He met the dragon’s golden-eyed gaze. “I will do whatever I can to protect you.”

      The dragon lowered his head to the forest floor. “Then I will help.”
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      The dragon followed Fes through the forest, and he didn’t quite know what to make of the fact that the creature stayed near him. Somehow, the dragon managed to weave between the trees, unimpeded by the density of the forest.

      Jayell and Azithan walked with him, and Jaken and the emperor had come, too. None of the other Deshazl had been willing to venture with them, leaving them behind with Arudis for protection. There was no way that the small band would be enough. It felt as if it were a death sentence, and despite that, Fes felt as if it were necessary for them to make this journey.

      “How do you know which way to go?” Jayell asked.

      “I feel the pull of the Calling,” Fes said. As he did, there was more than that sense within the Calling. There was a resistance, and it seemed as if it came from near him, though it was not from within him. The dragon helped oppose the effect of the Calling, pushing back with enough strength that Fes was not influenced in the way that he had been before. Were it not for the dragon, Fes didn’t doubt that he would have succumbed to the effect, but even with it, he didn’t know that it would be enough. He had experienced the strength of Elsanelle’s Calling, and knew that she was much more powerful than what he could resist. It might be more than what the dragon would be able to resist with him.

      He had to trust that the two of them would be strong enough.

      The consequences of their failure would be great. Not only would he fall to the effect of the Calling, but the dragon would, and that would leave the Damhur with the power of the dragon, giving them an edge in their war.

      Hopefully, having two fire mages with him would provide additional protection, yet they might be needed to protect Jaken and the emperor. Fes turned his attention to the two of them. He had tried talking them out of coming with him—they put themselves in danger by doing so—but they had been unwilling to listen. The fact that they wanted to come made Fes respect them all the more, especially knowing what they might encounter.

      “When this is over, we will have to deal with the presence of that woman in our lands,” the emperor said, looking over at Jaken.

      Jaken nodded. He’d been quiet, almost as if troubled by what he had experienced, and why wouldn’t he be? Everything that they had gone through had been unlike any other experience they had in the empire, and now they learned that war had returned because of an ancient battle?

      “When this is over, I think we need to focus on solidifying your hold on the empire,” Fes said.

      The emperor’s eyes were drawn, and there was a strange fire that flickered within them. Every so often, he would glance over at the dragon before turning his attention back to the others with him.

      Fes didn’t have to wonder too much about what troubled him. The emperor hated the fact that he couldn’t communicate with the dragon. He probably felt as if it were his right, as if the fact that he was emperor meant that he should be granted the ability to not only communicate with the dragon but also to control it.

      Was he going to have to defend the dragon from the emperor?

      He wanted to help the empire, and he wanted to ensure that the Deshazl were safe from the Damhur, but he didn’t want to allow the emperor to control the dragon, not after everything they had been through to protect him.

      “The empire would not have any difficulty with maintaining our connection if we had access to the dragons,” the emperor said.

      “Access, or control?”

      Jayell tapped him on the arm, a warning.

      He glanced over at her. “I think it’s a valid question. The emperor would imply that somehow having control of the dragons would grant him the strength that he wants in order to solidify his hold on the empire, but he would use them to do so rather than partner with them.”

      “Fezarn,” Azithan said. “Be careful with what you say.”

      “Because you worry about the emperor getting angry with me?”

      “Yes.”

      “I know where you stand, Azithan. After everything that we’ve seen, do you really think that controlling the dragons is appropriate?”

      “The dragons will not be controlled,” the dragon said. “If we must, we will return to the dragon plains, and we will wait until the timing is right for our return.”

      Fes looked over. “Is that what happened the last time?”

      “We were aware that it was dangerous for us to remain. We allowed ourselves to leave this world, if only for a little while. It was never the plan to stay gone. We always intended to return, but as the years went by, it seemed as if those who remembered how to resurrect the dragons became fewer and fewer until no one remained who knew.”

      “Some remained,” Fes said.

      “They should not have had that knowledge.”

      “What are you saying?” Jayell asked. “I understand you well enough, but the dragon is a different matter.”

      “He’s just telling me—”

      Fes didn’t have the chance to finish. He felt a sudden surge of pressure and he stopped, then turned to Azithan. “Be ready.”

      Azithan glanced over at Fes before staring into the forest. Power built from him in a spell, enough power that Fes could follow the direction where he targeted it, but not enough that he could tell what it was that Azithan did.

      Jayell mimicked Azithan, using a similar spell, though hers had a different quality to it. It amazed Fes that he was able to detect that, though he had an increasing ability to detect fire mage magic, and over the last few months, it had become more than just his ability to detect it; he had developed an ability to know a certain directionality to the spell.

      “I’ll do what I can to protect Jaken,” she said, “but you’ll need to protect the emperor.”

      Azithan nodded and Fes detected a hint of a smile on his face at taking direction from Jayell.

      Their spells wrapped around the other two, and in doing so, Fes hoped that it would be enough to defend them from the Calling, though he wasn’t entirely certain whether it would work. If it didn’t, not only would he have to contend with the possibility of trying to protect the dragon and somehow rescue the Deshazl, he would have to try not to harm the emperor and his son.

      He turned to the dragon. “Can you tell where they are?”

      “Not easily. I smell them, but they have a way of masking themselves.”

      “Are you feeling the effect of the Calling?” Fes asked.

      The dragon turned his head toward Fes and the faint sunlight that filtered through the treetops sparkled off his deep blue scales. “I can feel it, but it has no effect on me.”

      Yet.

      How long would it be until Elsanelle had an effect on the dragon? How much longer would it be before she managed to overpower him?

      And then what would he do?

      Would he know?

      It was possible that he would, especially if Elsanelle used her Calling on both Fes and the dragon. If she split her focus, would she be strong enough to Call both of them?

      She was a capable L’sam, and it was possible that she would have some way of diverting her Calling, drawing both of them, though he suspected it would take everything she had in order to control the dragon. And maybe Fes’s presence here would help defend against that, if only to a certain extent.

      Movement crashed through the trees and Fes unsheathed his sword, turning toward it.

      Deshazl approached.

      These weren’t the Deshazl that Fes had rescued, or others from the empire. They were the tarshel, those brought to the empire by the Damhur. Ten of them approached, and Fes recognized several of them from his time as a captive. He threw himself forward but needn’t have bothered. The dragon unleashed a burst of flame, scorching the Deshazl, and they fell in a heap on the ground.

      Fes paused, uncertain how to proceed. He hadn’t expected the dragon to attack quite like that, and seeing the power that came from the dragon, he suddenly understood in very real terms how the dragon could be such a formidable ally.

      “If he can do that, why would we have any difficulty facing the Damhur?” the emperor asked, staring at the charred remains of the fallen Damhur soldiers.

      “I don’t know,” Fes said. “I suspect that it won’t be quite as simple. The longer that we go with this, the closer that we get, the more likely it is that the Damhur will continue to Call both us and the dragon. I don’t know if we will be strong enough to withstand it.”

      If they could somehow attack before the Damhur had a chance to reach them, they might have an advantage, but Fes wasn’t certain whether they could be fast enough, or whether the Damhur would realize what they were doing and find some way of attacking first. If they did, would they be able to Call and reach the dragon—and Fes along with the emperor and Jaken—before he could destroy them?

      And it would come down to destroying them.

      As much as he might want to understand the abilities of the Damhur, Elsanelle had to die. He’d made that mistake with the Damhur once already and would not make it again. If they kept her alive, her attack was subtle enough that he might not even know it was taking place. And if he didn’t know, what might she force him to do?

      They continued to walk through the forest, making their way more carefully now. Fes was hesitant to move too quickly, not wanting to be ambushed the way they very nearly were the last time. The others were on edge, and Fes could see tension within them that he shared, but there was nothing to do.

      Both Jayell and Azithan continued to hold their spells, and significant power radiated from them, emanating from the dragon relics that they held. For the first time, Fes realized that the dragon seemed not bothered at all by the fact that there were two fire mages with him, and both were holding onto an item that would have been full of dragon magic.

      In the distance, Fes felt the continued pressure of a Calling.

      He looked over at the emperor, who didn’t seem to suffer from the effect of the Calling. That much was good. It meant that Azithan’s spell held.

      But when Fes turned to Jaken, his eyes had a glassy appearance.

      “Jayell?”

      “I’m holding my spell, and it’s the same as what Azithan is doing.”

      That might be, but it wasn’t nearly enough, which either meant that Jaken was more susceptible to the Calling or more energy was focused on him. If that were the case, why? Why would they focus on Jaken rather than the emperor?

      Unless they knew that Jaken was one of the Dragon Guard. If they did, then of course they would focus on Jaken, because he could be used to attack.

      They had to act soon.

      Fes touched Jaken on the arm, forcing him to look at him. “You have to fight it. You have to focus on your identity.”

      Jaken simply stared at Fes, almost as if unable to meet his gaze, his eyes glassy, and he said nothing.

      “You have to find it within yourself to focus on that part of you that you identify with.” Fes looked over to the emperor. “What does he identify with?”

      The emperor shook his head. “Fighting. He is a soldier.”

      Fes didn’t know if that was true or not. He didn’t have enough experience with Jaken to know whether or not his entire world revolved around fighting or whether there was more to him. It seemed to Fes that there should be more to him.

      Jaken had been single-minded in his pursuit of Fes, doing whatever it took to serve the empire.

      The empire.

      That was what mattered to Jaken.

      “Think about the empire,” Fes said. “You serve the empire. You would do anything to defend the empire. Focus on it and don’t let them win by Calling you, drawing you away and forcing you to attack the very people that you would defend the empire from.”

      For a moment, there was a hint of recognition in Jaken’s eyes. It lingered before beginning to fade, the glassy expression returning.

      “Remember how you pursued me. Think about that. Think about the reason that you came after me, blaming me for harming the empire. You fought, wanting nothing more than to find a way to bring me down.”

      Jaken blinked and the haze over his eyes faded.

      It was working.

      “I need your help,” he said to Jayell. “Continue to use your fire mage spell, and wrap it around him, protecting him from the effect of the Calling.”

      She shook her head. “I am, but for some reason, it’s not working the same as what Azithan is doing.”

      Why would that be?

      Unless…

      Could Elsanelle be nearby?

      Fes spun, and almost too late he realized that the dragon was suffering from the Calling.

      He swore under his breath. “Keep an eye on them and keep talking to him,” he said to Jayell. “Remind him of how he serves the empire. That’s what he identifies with. And figure out what the emperor needs to focus on,” he said to Azithan.

      “Where are you going?” Jayell asked.

      “The dragon. This was all a ruse for her to draw our attention away.”

      The dragon was no longer nearby. Fes turned his attention to where he had been and hurried off, racing into the forest, hoping that he wasn’t already too late. He focused on the sense of the dragon, using the pressure that he felt—that pounding sensation that came from deep within him—the way that he could call to the dragon. Somehow he had to reach the dragon before she did, and when he did, he had to protect him, though how?

      The dragon had managed to burn off his Calling, but would Fes be able to do the same thing? He didn’t know how to replicate what the dragon had done, and it might already be too late.

      There was the sound of the dragon moving, but it came from far away, leaving Fes to race through the forest after him. So far, he didn’t feel the effect of a Calling, but one would be coming soon, Fes was certain of it.

      There was a strange energy in the air that he didn’t fully recognize. It didn’t remind him of a fire mage spell, and it wasn’t from Deshazl magic that he recognized, but it was definitely there.

      Where was the dragon?

      He held onto his sword, focusing on the energy that came from the Deshazl magic, letting it flow through him. That power filled him, and he let it wrap around him, hoping that he wouldn’t need it but prepared for the possibility that he would have to attack. As he went, he turned his attention inward, focusing his mind, trying to use whatever he could to seal himself off from the possibility of a Calling.

      He had gotten so focused on what happened to the emperor and Jaken that he hadn’t remembered to keep his focus on the dragon. That had been a mistake, and he knew better.

      Fes paused, searching through the forest for sounds of activity.

      It wasn’t sounds that he detected at all. It was power.

      How had he ever thought that this power was different than the Deshazl? That was exactly what it was, though it was a different form of Deshazl magic.

      Fes trailed after it, practically dragged toward the source.

      It was there, close—almost too close.

      Fes hesitated and looked through the trees. The haze that surrounded everything in the forest parted, drawn toward his sword, leaving the blade glowing. How much of that was real and how much was imagined?

      He saw nothing, but there had to be something there. He felt it.

      Something whipped toward him and Fes slashed, catching the blade and spinning. Whatever had been there was gone.

      He spun again, rotating, bringing his sword around, prepared for another attack, and once again his sword crashed off the blade, but haze swirled around, preventing him from seeing clearly.

      Movement drew him toward the north and Fes darted forward, pushing out with his sword, hoping the light coming off the blade would part the shadows in the haze, and it did, but not enough. Something smacked into his sword and he twisted, trying to maintain his grip, not wanting to lose it.

      There came another attack, this time behind him.

      Fes fought by feel, not able to see anything and trusting the fact that he would be able to respond, though uncertain whether or not that would be enough. Somehow the power of the Deshazl filling him gave him the ability to detect where the next attack would be, and then the next. With each one, Fes turned, catching one after another, his blade ringing out in the forest.

      He panted, the energy required to fight almost too much.

      Panic set his heart racing. How long would it be before an unseen blade slipped through and caught him? How long would it be before whoever was out there managed to attack in a way that he couldn’t rebut? He already suspected there was more than one person, and if there was, somehow he had to be able to negate their ability. Only, he wasn’t certain how.

      Fes slashed at the air, taking a different tact. With the sword sweeping through the haze, he swirled it, trying to draw it away, trying to clear it, and as he did, his sword blade began to glow softly, but with increasing intensity.

      Power continued to push around him.

      Fes spun his sword, creating a circle, a clearing that allowed him to see more easily.

      Turning in place, the power built behind him, and he froze. Five dark-robed men stood behind him. Could there have been five?

      Of course there could have been. The attacks had come from many directions, and he had turned, trying to deflect them, but had barely managed.

      They watched him, an unreadable expression on their faces. They had pale complexions and deep blue eyes—eyes that were so much like Fes’s own.

      Fes recognized the lead man.

      It was the same man who had attacked the palace, attempting to reach the emperor. How was he now here?

      “You,” Fes said and shifted his sword, holding it up at the ready. He would have a hard enough time against one of the Asharn, and he didn’t like his odds when facing five. If he was right, and if they had the Deshazl magic, then there might only be so much that he could do.

      “Where is the creature?” the lead Asharn said.

      “Why are you here?” Fes asked.

      The Asharn remained motionless. “The creature is here. We can feel it.”

      “Are you here because of the Damhur, or is there another reason?” Fes asked. His mind raced, trying to come up with some way that he could turn this, but he wasn’t entirely certain how. The Asharn and the Damhur were enemies, but as far as he could tell, they both intended to use the dragon and Fes needed to prevent that somehow.

      Power built from the lead Asharn and Fes braced for it, pushing out with his own connection to the Deshazl magic. As the Asharn’s magic struck him, he split, using a focused pulse of magic.

      The man cocked his head, studying Fes. “You have improved.”

      “Getting captured by the Damhur will do that.”

      “Captured?”

      Fes nodded. “There are others of my people who were captured by them. They intend to use the dragon they raised.”

      If nothing else, Fes could find a way to coax them into working together, if only for a little while. He wasn’t sure how effective that would be, but it seemed as if there needed to be a starting point.

      The Asharn looked at each other, sharing a glance before turning their focus back to Fes. “They cannot be allowed to take the dragon.”

      “Neither can you,” Fes said.

      He waited, wondering how they might react to that comment, uncertain whether they would be angry or if they would understand his reasoning, but they remained silent.

      “The dragon is not to be used. They are creatures meant to be free.”

      He hesitated, uncertain what might happen with the Asharn and worried that they might fight him again. Already they had proven that they had more control over their Deshazl abilities then Fes did, and he worried that they would use it and force him to go with them. If they attempted to, Fes wasn’t certain that he would be able to resist.

      “If the Damhur are here, the dragon is in danger.”

      “Will you help stop them?”

      Fes wasn’t certain whether they would, and half expected them to refuse.

      “We will help.”
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      The trees began to blend together, growing closer and closer, to the point where Fes had to slow as he navigated through them, no longer able to move quite as easily as he had before. The Asharn followed him, and he wasn’t sure whether they allowed him to lead or whether they simply wanted to keep an eye on him. They had been silent since they started off, though every so often he thought he heard them whispering but wasn’t certain.

      Power built from them, occasionally pulsing out into the forest. As much as he tried, he couldn’t ignore the overwhelming sense of what they did.

      Before heading off, he had weaved back toward Jayell and Azithan, thinking that they could come along and wanting to even the numbers with the Asharn. When he reached the place where he thought they should be, they were gone. For all he knew, they had continued on without him, but he remained worried that something else had happened to them. It was possible that they had been Called, that despite Azithan and Jayell’s best intentions, the draw from the Damhur was simply too much for them to overcome.

      “Why here?” the Asharn asked.

      “There were others with me.”

      “Will these others help you find and release the dragon?”

      Fes stared at him for a moment, trying to determine how he would answer. He didn’t want to be to insulting, but at the same time, the attitude the Asharn showed deserved a response.

      “I was with two fire mages.”

      His brow furrowed. “The same two who were with you in the palace?”

      “Yes.”

      “They will not be useful.”

      “I seem to recall that we were able to delay you.”

      He glared at Fes for a moment. “We cannot delay. I can feel the Calling and know that we don’t have much time.”

      Fes closed his eyes and realized that what he said was right. The effect of the Calling was there, more prominent than it had been before. It was powerful, and the longer that he focused on it, the more he became aware that there seemed to be a directionality to it. It wasn’t diffuse, not the same way that the Calling had been when Elsanelle had used it on him and the rest of the Deshazl. It meant that she no longer worried about them. Could it be that the Deshazl had been trained? There wouldn’t have been enough time for her to have done that, but it was possible that she used the others, Kathes and Liza and possibly others that he didn’t know about, to control them while she focused on the dragon.

      “I feel it, too,” Fes said.

      Fes let the sense of the Calling draw him.

      It was powerful, and had it been directed at him, he doubted that he would have been able to ignore it. The haze within the forest increased, and he felt movement.

      What would be the source of that movement?

      Power exploded behind him and Fes spun. The Asharn turned, looking off to the right, and focused their energy at the unseen attacker.

      Three of them split off, heading into the trees. Fes followed, curiosity driving him. When the Asharn stopped, he found a half dozen downed Damhur soldiers.

      They weren’t just Damhur. Deshazl.

      Fes recognized several of them and took a moment to mourn before realizing that they weren’t dead.

      “You didn’t kill them?” he asked, shocked by that.

      One of the Asharn looked over at him. He was older, and wrinkles pulled at the corners of his eyes. “Kill them? They aren’t in control. They need to be salvaged and saved, not destroyed.”

      He looked at the Asharn, staring at them. “How?”

      “It is a difficult process, and some never fully recover, but we try.”

      He had been wrong about them. What else might he be wrong about?

      “What do you intend to do with them now?”

      One of the men leaned down and pressed a hand on the forehead of the nearest person. It was one of Fes’s Deshazl. Power surged out of his hand and he held it in place for a long moment before releasing it.

      He made his way around the others, performing the same magic, before finally standing. “They will rest until we can return.”

      Fes could only nod. He continued to feel the effect of the Calling pulling on him and let it lead him. It dragged him deeper into the forest, letting the haze of the trees surround him, and Fes remained quiet as he went. At one point, they were attacked again, though the Asharn had little difficulty handling it. As before, one of them made his way around the fallen and did something, as if trying to clear their minds. When they were done, they left them behind.

      “How long have you been fighting the Damhur?” he asked the lead Asharn.

      “All my life.”

      “How long have the Asharn been fighting the Damhur?”

      He turned to look at Fes, watching him for a long moment. “We have been facing them for many years.”

      Could they really have been involved in a thousand-year-old war? The empire had known peace while the Damhur and the Asharn had continued to fight, taking the battle away from the empire.

      “You came to the empire to free the dragon?”

      The Asharn watched him for a moment. “When the dragon was raised, we had to take action.”

      “By the palace?”

      “Where else would a dragon have been brought in the empire? You have a fire mage there, and everything that we know has told us that your fire mages prefer the power stored within the dragon bones to the dragons themselves. We assumed that you would have used that.”

      The Asharn wasn’t that far off. Had it been up to Azithan and the emperor, that might have been what they would have done.

      “You intended to rescue the dragon.”

      The man tilted his head in a slight nod. “Rescue from the fire mages of the empire. And prevent the Damhur from taking control. Both are worthy goals.”

      “And now?” After seeing how they were able to deflect the attack so easily, Fes wasn’t certain that he would be able to slow them, even with help. He didn’t have enough control over his Deshazl abilities to do so.

      “The dragon must be protected.”

      “It is safer here than in Javoor,” Fes said.

      “Your fire mages—”

      “Fire mages wouldn’t destroy the living dragon simply to use his bones. At least here, we can keep the dragon from those who would control it and use it in an attack against you and your people.”

      The Asharn studied Fes for a moment, then he jerked his head to the side. Power built, exploding out from him.

      Fes hadn’t even detected anything. He turned and realized they were surrounded. All around them were Deshazl, soldiers of the Damhur and friends of Fes. The Asharn made a circle, and power burst from them. Fes detected what they were doing, and the way that they deflected that power, turning it in such a way that it wouldn’t destroy but would only stop. They had power, but they used it in such a way that they wouldn’t kill.

      Fes joined, drawing on his Deshazl magic, focusing it, holding it in the way that Finnish had shown him, and attacked.

      It surprised him that the Asharn would fight in such a way, avoiding using their swords, and so Fes did the same.

      When some of the Deshazl—Damhur soldiers that had been trained since birth—got too close, Fes was forced to bring his sword up. He blocked, trying to hone his magic, trying to blast only at the Deshazl, not enough to destroy but to slow them.

      Against this many of the Deshazl, they were outnumbered, and he worried that they wouldn’t be enough, but the Asharn were even more skilled than Fes.

      Power exploded all around him, tearing through people, sending them flying, crashing into the ground or trees or others.

      It was chaos. It was power unlike anything that Fes had ever detected.

      And he felt all of it.

      That power flowed through him, filling him. The Asharn continued to fight, continuing to push back against the Deshazl, and more and more attackers came.

      As they did, Fes continued to feel the effect of the Calling.

      It was close.

      Heat rose, filling the forest with haze, making it difficult to see the other attackers.

      The dragon was near.

      Fes streaked off into the trees, following the effect of the Calling, focusing on it rather than on the attackers. They were meant to delay rather than do anything else. If he could reach the dragon…

      But reaching the dragon meant that he would have to confront Elsanelle.

      Was Fes strong enough?

      A face appeared in the haze before him.

      Fes froze, pushing out with a pulse of Deshazl magic, honing it into a narrow band. It exploded but was deflected downward.

      “You still lack focus.”

      Finnish.

      Fes wasn’t sure that he would be able to be strong enough to handle Finnish. He’d already seen how much more skilled the other man was, skill that likely rivaled what the Asharn possessed, and now he was here, facing him alone?

      Finnish stepped forward. He held his sword out, studying Fes. “You should have run.”

      “I wasn’t going to leave the dragon.”

      “The creature will be controlled by the Mistress soon. Then the training will commence.”

      “You can’t want that.”

      “What makes you think that you know what I want?”

      “I know what you are. I know that you should bear the same dragon blood connection as I. And I know that—”

      Finnish didn’t give him a chance to complete his thought. He attacked, bringing his sword in a hard arc. Fes countered, blocking, focusing on honing his Deshazl connection.

      Finnish slashed, coming in with an onslaught of attacks, one after another, a flurry of movement that was more than what Fes could counter. He tried, but Finnish continued to force him back.

      Fes couldn’t delay. Any delay meant that the dragon was in danger, and he believed that he was the only one who could help.

      There was only one way to survive, especially against someone like Finnish, someone with far more skill than Fes had.

      It would mean that he would need to throw himself into his Deshazl magic, and he would have to let it consume him, potentially burning through all of the power that he could reach. In doing so, he might be too weak to then help the dragon, but if he failed now, he wouldn’t be able to help the dragon anyway.

      Fes let that power consume him.

      It filled him. It had been a while since he had used the Deshazl magic in this way. Since the Calling and his forced training, he had been learning to control it, to keep it tightly contained, so that now when he let it release, it burned through him, power that he could barely keep inside.

      He cried out.

      Fes lunged, the heat of the dragon magic, that deep-seated Deshazl connection, granting him strength.

      He attacked.

      As he did, he was reminded of what the Asharn had said.

      Could Finnish be salvaged?

      Didn’t Fes owe it to him to try?

      He didn’t know whether he owed the man anything, but perhaps he owed it to his people, the Deshazl, to try to save any and all that he could.

      He blocked and pushed off.

      Finnish was strong, but Fes was younger, and fighting over the last few months had made him even stronger than he had been before. The Deshazl magic burning within him granted him even more strength, and he threw Finnish back, taking a moment to hesitate before blasting him with his Deshazl power.

      Finnish deflected much of the blow, but not all.

      As he hesitated, Fes slammed his sword at Finnish, sending him staggering back. The blow struck the side of his head, and he collapsed.

      Weakness washed over him, but he couldn’t stop.

      Fes checked him, making sure that he was still breathing, and when he was convinced that he was, he took a deep breath, heading toward the sense of the Calling.

      It was nearby.

      With the heat rising around him, not only was the Calling nearby, but he suspected both the dragon and Elsanelle were near.

      Another face appeared in the haze.

      A Calling struck him with incredible force.

      Liza.

      She smiled when she saw Fes. “You won’t escape training this time.”

      He brought his sword up, sweeping it toward her, but then his arms froze. The Calling restricted him, restraining him from taking any action against her.

      She started toward him. “You managed to escape so far, but you won’t be able to stay away from me for much longer.”

      He had to escape. The dragon needed him.

      All around, he heard the sounds of fighting and felt the power exploding from the Asharn, the same power that some of the Deshazl threw.

      The battle was going to be over soon.

      But Fes might not have enough time.

      “You will end them.”

      “No.”

      She tilted her head to the side, studying Fes. “No? You would still deny me?”

      “I’m not going to fight the Asharn.”

      “Asharn? They are tarshel. They will be trained the same as you.”

      “If you could train them, you would’ve already done so,” Fes said. At least his mind was still free, even if his body didn’t respond the way that it should.

      How could he get free from this?

      He had to focus on that part of himself that he knew. He had to find that power within him, but how? Where would he discover it?

      He had tried using the Deshazl, and that had not been enough. All along, he had thought that he could focus on others, that in finding some way of becoming selfless, that it would be enough, but it wasn’t.

      There was one thing he hadn’t fully tried.

      The dragon.

      In his mind, he visualized the dragon, focusing on how the dragon had helped him, how the dragon had torn free the effect of the Damhur Calling. It was there, a faint memory, but it surged through him, growing stronger and stronger the longer that he focused on it.

      Fes cried out.

      Pain tore through him, a punishment.

      Fes ignored it.

      No. He couldn’t ignore it. He needed to embrace it.

      He allowed that punishment to burn through him, and he added to it, pressing in his Deshazl magic, adding that fire to the pain, letting it consume him.

      And then he could move.

      He darted forward, slashing with his sword, slamming it into Liza before she had a chance to react. Her eyes widened at the last moment, realization that her Calling had failed.

      Fes hesitated only briefly as he raced into the forest.

      The dragon still needed him, and somehow he had to reach it.

      It was near.

      And then he saw it. His deep blue scales glittered even in the faint light of the forest. Fes approached slowly, worried about Elsanelle. The dragon turned, looking at Fes with his deep golden eyes, watching him. Heat radiated off the dragon, and Fes feared for a moment that it would attack. He sensed the uncertainty within the dragon. It was there, filling the creature, a sort of uncertainty that came from whether he should attack Fes or not, to follow the Calling.

      “Dragons protect Deshazl, and Deshazl protect dragons.”

      A peal of laughter echoed within the forest, strangely muted within the trees.

      “You’re too late.”

      Fes turned to see Elsanelle standing next to the dragon. She had one hand resting possessively on his head. The dragon stood motionless, helpless to resist the intensity of her Calling. Everything within her Calling pushed against the dragon.

      “With your focus on the dragon, all I have to do is—”

      The dragon snorted and flames streaked from his nostrils.

      “What was that, tarshel?”

      Fes remained motionless. He stared at the dragon, focusing on him, but what could he do? The dragon had already succumbed to the effect of the Calling. Elsanelle was far more powerful with her Calling than the last Damhur that had attempted to Call him. There might not be anything that Fes could do to oppose her power, but if he couldn’t, then the dragon was lost. And if the dragon was lost, what did it mean for the empire? What did it mean for the Asharn?

      He sent a pulsing wave of Deshazl magic toward the dragon. It was weak—far weaker than it would have been had he not had to confront Finnish, but hopefully it would send a signal and give the dragon some notice that Fes was there, that he was going to help him, but the dragon seemed to ignore him.

      “You have lost. Once this creature is fully under my grasp, you will return with me. Your training will be far more intense than it had been before. I don’t intend to allow you the opportunity to escape again.”

      “You didn’t allow me the opportunity. I took it.”

      “You took nothing. You escaped by chance and by a mistake. It will not happen again.”

      Almost too late, Fes realized there was someone else with him.

      He spun, seeing Kathes, detecting the beginnings of her Calling almost at the same time. She had a soft touch that rivaled Elsanelle.

      He tried to move but was frozen.

      Fes focused on the dragon, keeping his gaze fixed on the creature. He had freed himself once and he could do it again, but it would require strength that he needed to summon not only from himself, but from the dragon itself.

      Would it be enough?

      Against Liza, he had managed to free himself, but Liza was not as powerful as her sister or her mother.

      “You will find that I don’t fail the way my sister does,” Kathes said.

      Fes ignored her, keeping his focus on the dragon. That was why he fought.

      Pain radiated through him, practically bending him, but as he had before, he embraced it, adding his Deshazl magic to it, letting the pain fill him.

      Strength didn’t come from only him. It was shared strength. The Deshazl and the dragon. They were stronger together.

      Dragons protect Deshazl and Deshazl protect the dragons.

      It was a mantra, a chant that rang out in his head. It was joined by his name: Fezarn.

      For so long, Fes had resisted his name, and he had resisted the implications that he might be something else—someone else. He embraced it. And when he embraced it, he could use that power, and he could draw upon it.

      He was Deshazl. He was dragon.

      The Calling failed.

      Fes staggered forward and stabbed with his sword. Kathes grabbed the blade, trying to keep it from piercing her chest. “You will find that I’m unwilling to accept your training.”

      Fes lunged, slamming the sword into her chest.

      Kathes collapsed.

      Elsanelle screamed out in a roar. Power surged and Fes barely had a chance to react. The dragon exploded with magic, flames scorching from his nostrils, and Fes rolled off to the side, barely missing the attack.

      He came to his feet, turning his attention to the dragon. Somehow, he would have to keep the dragon from destroying him, but he wasn’t sure that he knew how.

      Fes wasn’t sure that he was strong enough.

      The dragon roared again, Elsanelle focusing the power of her Calling on him.

      “Dragons help Deshazl, and the Deshazl help the dragons.”

      Fes wouldn’t be able to help the dragon using his connection to his Deshazl magic. It was too weakened, and it had been necessary to expend that energy in order to escape from Finnish, but now that he had, he had no way of defending himself against Elsanelle—or protecting the dragon.

      Was there another way?

      He might not be able to clear the dragon’s mind the same way as the dragon had helped him, but if he could get to Elsanelle, he should be able to protect him.

      How, though?

      Anytime he tried to turn his attention to her, the dragon focused on him. He was far too powerful for Fes to simply ignore her, and Elsanelle commanded him, making it difficult. And if Fes failed, the Asharn would be slaughtered, and then the dragon would be lost.

      Fes darted off to the side, trying to find an opening to attack Elsanelle, but there was none. Every time that he did, the dragon swung his head, breathing out flames.

      Surprisingly, the dragon didn’t use his magical connection against Fes.

      That had to mean something, didn’t it? If the dragon hesitated using magic against Fes, it meant that there was a part of him that still wasn’t controlled.

      Slowly, almost more slowly than what Fes wanted, he felt a return of strength, a growing power filling him once more.

      It took him a moment, but he realized where that source of power came from.

      The dragon.

      Even Called, even under the control of Elsanelle, the dragon was still fighting, and he was still trying to help Fes.

      All he had to do was buy time. When he did, when he had enough strength, then he could attack Elsanelle, and when he managed to do that, he should be able to free the dragon.

      And yet, every time he tried to get closer, he was forced back.

      Even as power continued to fill him, even as he began to have that magic return, he couldn’t get close enough to Elsanelle. She was far too skilled with her Calling, and her ability to control the dragon exceeded his ability to reach her and find some way of overpowering her.

      A gentle roar echoed through the forest.

      What was it from?

      Fes spun, listening. The dragon breathed out fire and Fes jumped off to the side, barely missing that attack.

      Another roar came, and this time it was close—far closer than the last.

      It was the other dragon.

      That dragon might not be nearly as powerful as the one before him, but if she had been helped, healed by the addition of the dragon heart, maybe she could delay the other dragon from attacking.

      But would there be time?

      The blue-scaled dragon roared again and power surged, flooding out from him.

      It slammed into Fes, but not in an attack. It filled him.

      Another roar came from out in the forest.

      Elsanelle’s Calling radiated from her, now split, focusing some of her power away from this dragon at the other one.

      Would it be enough?

      Fes had to act before she managed to get control of two dragons. If she did, she would be unstoppable.

      The dragon sending power at him gave him an idea. He surrounded himself with a shield of Deshazl magic, using it much the same way that the fire mages used their magic, creating a bubble around him. He started forward, watching the dragon, ignoring Elsanelle. The dragon turned to him, breathing flames at him. He could see the anger burning behind the dragon’s eyes, and knew that it was anger at Elsanelle and the fact that she forced this upon him.

      The flames parted around the bubble of power.

      The dragon lunged forward and Fes jumped off to the side, narrowly missing getting eaten up by the massive jaws. Another streamer of flame came from his mouth, and Fes once again kept the power wrapped around him. Through it, he managed to remain safe.

      He continued to hold that power, ignoring the flames.

      Elsanelle turned toward him and the Calling streaked toward Fes.

      “You’re Calling won’t work on me, not any longer,” he said.

      She sneered at him. “It will work long enough to remove you as a threat.”

      Pain racked him and Fes embraced it, pulling it within him, and adding to it the power that came from the dragon.

      He took another step. Now he was close enough that he was directly across from Elsanelle. She had no weapons, nothing other than the effect of her Calling. She continued to try to Call him, but it no longer worked.

      “You have failed,” he said.

      The dragon breathed fire, streaking it toward Fes.

      He ignored it.

      “You will be trained like the rest. You will—”

      Fes lunged forward, driving his sword into her chest. She sunk to the ground, and as she did, the Calling faded before failing completely.

      Fes staggered forward. Pain shot through him, and he realized that the dragon had burned him, the Deshazl magic having not been enough, not while diverting his attention to avoid the effect of her Call. He dropped to the ground, looking up to see the dragon towering over him.

      “I hope you’re free.”

      The dragon snorted. “Deshazl protect dragons. Dragons protect Deshazl.”

      As Fes collapsed, the dragon set his head down next to him. Fatigue washed over him and his eyes fell closed, no longer able to stay open.
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      Fes awoke and looked up at the sky. The pain in his back was gone and he marveled at that. How could it have disappeared already?

      Unless he was dead.

      He rolled over, noticing the dragon still wrapped around him. Light glittered off his scales, and Fes marveled at how impressive he was and how beautiful. How had he ever believed that dragons were anything but impressive and amazing creatures?

      “Fes?”

      He sat up, his back stiff. Maybe he wasn’t as recovered as he had thought.

      “Jayell. You live.”

      She took a seat next to him, glancing over at the dragon. “After you took off, the emperor felt drawn. Even Azithan wasn’t able to keep him controlled.”

      “The other dragon.”

      Jayell nodded. “He brought the dragon here to her, and she’s… magnificent.”

      Jayell nodded and Fes looked over to see the female dragon sitting carefully, watching the male dragon. She had deep red scales, a maroon that seemed streaked with gold. The emperor sat next to her, looking up at her with an expression of awe.

      Fes chuckled. “She is magnificent. What happened with the rest of the Deshazl?”

      “They’re freed. Safe. I don’t know how—”

      “The Asharn,” Fes said.

      “The Asharn?”

      Fes nodded and stood, stretching again. The dragon stirred, raising his head and studying Fes with a bright eye. “Thank you.”

      The dragon snorted and shook his wings before taking off and disappearing into the forest. Fes felt a sense of loss with its departure.

      The female dragon followed, and when she did, the emperor started forward. Jaken rested a hand on his arm, stopping him.

      Fes looked around and realized that they weren’t the only ones in the clearing. All of the lost Deshazl were returned, and most sat off to the side, having watched the dragons as they disappeared. Two dozen of the Damhur Deshazl were there, though they were bound, preventing them from attacking.

      “The Asharn stopped the Deshazl from attacking. I thought that they might kill them, but they didn’t. They thought they could be salvaged.”

      “We haven’t seen any of the Asharn.”

      Fes wondered why that would be. “There were five Asharn, and they are the reason I was able to get to the dragon. They delayed the attack.”

      “What did you do?”

      He turned to Jayell. As he started to answer, a line of people entered the clearing, Arudis leading them. She made her way to the once-captured Deshazl, checking on each, power surging out from her in a way that reminded him of the Asharn, before heading over to look at the captured Damhur Deshazl. She studied them but didn’t approach and touch them. When she was done, she made her way toward Fes. Azithan separated from the emperor and joined them.

      “She’s gone,” Fes said.

      Arudis’s eyes widened. “Gone?”

      Fes nodded. “Her body should be somewhere here, along with her daughters.”

      Arudis breathed out a heavy sighed. “After all this time, I can’t believe that she is finally gone.”

      “The Asharn helped.”

      “That is… surprising.”

      “Why would it be surprising? They have been subjugated by the Damhur.”

      “The Asharn would have wanted the dragon for themselves.”

      “I don’t think so.” He hesitated, studying her a moment. “You have some connection to them, don’t you?”

      Arudis studied him, finally nodding. “The Asharn refused to help. They could have saved me, but they chose not to.”

      “That’s not the sense I have from the Asharn,” Fes said. “They sounded as if they thought all Deshazl could be salvaged.” But if she believed that the Asharn had abandoned her, it explained why she had come to the empire with the dragon. “You didn’t trust them.”

      “I don’t trust them.”

      “They helped. Without the Asharn, we wouldn’t have survived. Without the Asharn, the dragons wouldn’t be free.”

      Arudis said nothing.

      “Now what?” Jayell asked.

      Azithan watched him as if he shared the same question. “Now we prepare the empire for attack. We defend the dragons.”

      “You believe that the dragon should be protected?” Fes asked.

      “It’s not up to me. The emperor believes that the dragons should be protected.”

      Fes looked over to see the emperor still looking out into the forest. There was a longing expression on his face, and Fes understood the feeling. He shared it, the same longing to see the dragons again, to feel that power, to know them.

      It was possible that staying here and defending the empire was exactly what he wanted and needed to do, but Fes wondered if perhaps there wasn’t something else that he needed.

      “What is it?” Jayell asked.

      Fes sighed. “I can’t get over the fact that the Damhur and the Asharn have battled for centuries.”

      “All that matters is that we keep this war away from our shores,” Azithan said.

      Was it all that mattered? Fes thought of the pain that he’d seen on the Asharn leader’s face, the struggle that they had dealt with for centuries. All he had known was war, and if they did nothing, if they didn’t find some way to help, that was all they would ever know.

      And the dragons would never be safe. The war had to end in order for the dragons to truly be safe. He had to protect them. More than anything, Fes was certain about that.

      “I don’t think we can be content with simply protecting the empire. Not anymore.”

      “Fezarn?” Azithan said.

      Fes shook his head. “Think about it, Azithan. The dragons won’t be safe, not if the Damhur know about them.”

      “The Damhur were destroyed.”

      “These Damhur were destroyed. They came because they knew the dragon had risen,” Fes said. “The Trivent might be weakened, but they will return. Now that they know the dragons are here, they will come.”

      “What do you think we should do?” Jayell asked.

      Fes looked over to the emperor, and then beyond him, to the forest. He wanted to protect the dragons. He turned to Jayell and then to Azithan. “I think we need to take the fight to the Damhur. I think it’s time to end the war for good.”
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      The Dragonwalker series continues with: Dragon Storm!
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      The dragons deserve to be free, but who will be strong enough to ensure their safety?

      A war long thought over has returned, and this time the empire is not equipped to survive. Still, the dragons are safe, living in the heart of the forest near an ancient Deshazl settlement. Though hidden from the Damhur who would control them, Fes feels they deserve more and longs to see them fly free again.

      When another attack leaves the empire weakened, Fes and a few friends search for allies. Finding those allies is key, but who can they trust? With the most recent attack, the likelihood of defeat looms close, and without help, they will certainly fail.

      Worse, not all is as it seems. The war that has raged for centuries has left a far more lasting effect than any have ever known. The empire must be secured, and only then can Fes take the next step in ending the war—this time for good. But if he can’t protect the dragons, how can he defend against the Damhur?
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Dragon Bond. 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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