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      The city of Anuhr had a somber air to it. Normally, there was a vibrancy to the capital city of the empire, but over the last month, that vibrancy had disappeared, fading like so many things within the empire. A pall from the recent attack hung over the city, and now sculptures were scattered all around the city, similar to those that Fes once would have called totems. Now he was no longer was certain whether to view them in such a way. These totems were nothing like the totems that he had fought.

      They were dragon sculptures and were placed throughout the city. There was something about the statues that called to Fes, though not in the same way the dragonglass statues had. These had been carved by artisans who were not nearly as skilled as those who had created the dragonglass sculptures, though Fes still didn’t know if the dragons themselves had been responsible for their creation.

      He paused in front of a house with a statue that came to his knees. It was well-made, and there was something about it that reminded him of the dragons that he had seen, suggesting that whoever had crafted it had some experience with them. The wings were curled around so that it made it look as if the dragon rested on them. There was a contouring to the body of the dragon, giving it an almost scaled appearance in a way that the dragonglass sculptures never had. A few sharp prominences protruded from the sculpture, creating a spiked appearance.

      As Fes crouched in front of it, the door opened, and an older woman appeared. She held onto a broom, pointing it toward him. Fes got to his feet, smiling at her, but it faded when he realized the agitation within her.

      “Did you think you would steal it?” she snapped at him.

      He shook his head. “No. I was just admiring the detail within it.”

      “You’ll find that my protection is much more secured than most. You’re not going to be able to steal it.”

      “I don’t want to steal it.”

      She swung the end of the broom forward, forcing Fes to duck back. “Everybody has been trying to steal it, as if mine is any more impressive than any other.”

      He took another step away from her and looked around the street. There were other sculptures much like hers, though hers was one of the largest. They had been cropping up over the last month, increasingly common around the city since the attack. “I’m not trying to steal it at all,” he said. “As I said, I was just admiring the detail.”

      She paused, frowning at him a moment, and her gaze seemed to linger as she took him in, noticing the sword strapped at his waist for the first time. Her breath caught, and she tilted her head. “You? One of the Dragon Guard?”

      Fes glanced down at his sword before lifting his gaze and meeting her eyes. “Not exactly.”

      She swung her broom toward him, and he danced back again. “You stole it?”

      He shook his head. “Not exactly.”

      “If not one of the Dragon Guard, you shouldn’t have one of their swords. Why is it that you do?”

      He nodded toward the dragon sculpture.

      Her gaze trailed after his and when she looked down at the dragon, her breath caught yet again. “The Rider?”

      Fes shrugged.

      “Why are you here?”

      “I’m looking for a particular type of sculpture,” he said.

      “There are several in the city who do fine work. Jonas Tellorn has done quite skillful work, and he created this sculpture, though he has quite a significant backlog now and I don’t know if you would find it easy to get in with him. There is Renate Argas, but some fools think that a woman can’t sculpt as well as a man. I find her work a bit rudimentary, but not all feel the same way. I suppose when it comes to these sculptures, we can each have our own opinion. And then there is a new sculptor, Tracen Foshan, but I haven’t seen enough of his work to know how skilled he is.”

      Fes had heard some rumors that Tracen had transitioned from working on his traditional blacksmith work to making dragon sculptures. That was better than the totems that he had been making, though only a little bit. It was possible that the dragons could be controlled in the same way as the totems, though Azithan had been working with the sculptures they had discovered and there had been no evidence of any control of them. “How is it that you know so much about the sculptures?”

      She smiled to herself. “I am something of a collector. I have much experience with them.”

      Fes cocked his head to the side, watching her. “What sort of collector?”

      “One who has seen a great many things in my days within the empire.”

      “Is that right?”

      “I never expected to see a dragon.”

      “Neither did I,” he admitted.

      “If you are him, then you’ve not only seen a dragon, have you?”

      Fes focused for a moment, reaching for his connection to the distant dragon. As far as he could tell, the dragon was flying in the north, circling over the dragon plains, though he still didn’t know what the dragon hunted for. Perhaps nothing other than evidence of more of his kind. There were times when the dragon would do that, when he would drift off, flying on his own, leaving Fes, but they were never truly separated. Now that they had formed a bond between them, a connection that allowed his Deshazl magic to protect the dragon and the dragon to protect him, there was an unspoken connection.

      “Perhaps.”

      “Why are you out here?”

      “I already told you. I’m looking for other sculptures.”

      “What do you intend to do if you find them?”

      “Some of them are far more valuable than others.”

      Her gaze drifted down to her sculpture. “The empire can’t confiscate my sculpture.”

      “I’m pretty sure the emperor has no interest in confiscating any sculptures.”

      “That’s not what I hear.”

      “What do you hear?”

      People were moving along the street, and every so often, Fes would look up to ensure that no one pushed too closely near him. It was a reminder of when he had been younger, living on the streets, forced to fend for himself. It had been a long time since he had struggled on the streets of Anuhr, but this was a place that had been formative for him, even if it was not the land of his birth.

      “Agents of the empire have taken some sculptures from collectors.”

      Fes met her eyes without saying anything.

      “You don’t deny it.”

      “I don’t deny that there are sculptures that benefit the empire more than they benefit others.”

      “So you intend to confiscate those that appeal to the emperor.”

      “No. I intend to confiscate those that carry with them the power of the dragons.”

      Her eyes widened, and Fes had started to turn when she hurried toward him, swinging her broom in front of him, preventing him from going any further. “What did you say?”

      He shook his head. “I said nothing of importance.”

      “On the contrary. You said that you will claim sculptures that carry with them the power of dragons?”

      “It’s nothing,” Fes said.

      “It’s something.”

      “If you hear word of any particularly exquisitely made sculptures, send word to the palace.”

      “And why would I do that?”

      “Because you want to keep your protection.”

      She glared at him, tapping him briefly with the broomstick. “Just because you’re a dragon rider doesn’t mean that I need to treat you any differently than I would treat any other scoundrel who came my way.”

      “Scoundrel?”

      “Scoundrel. A thief. The kind of man who would come through this part of the city and attempt to intimidate us.”

      “I didn’t try to intimidate you at all.”

      “You don’t know what it’s like living out in the city. As someone who gets to live within the palace, you don’t know what those of us who survive on the streets have to endure.”

      Fes smiled again. “You might be surprised.”

      “You?”

      He shrugged. “I wasn’t always so lucky. If you do find any evidence of particularly unique dragon sculptures, please send word. I’ll make sure that you’re rewarded.”

      “I will think about it.” She spun, sweeping her way back toward her home, and disappeared inside the faded blue door.

      Fes looked back, studying the dragon sculpture for a moment. Hers was more impressive than most of them out on the street. Most of the sculptures had detail, but few were as impressively made as the one that she had. Perhaps he should visit with the sculptor to see whether he had any experience with the dragonglass sculptures, though more likely than not, he simply had seen one of the dragons flying overhead. They were no longer a unique sight, not as they once had been.

      Fes had encouraged the dragons to avoid the main part of the city, suggesting that perhaps the people within Anuhr would struggle with the appearance of dragons, worrying about what it meant as the empire worked to get word out about the role they had in removing the dragons the last time they flew freely.

      Unfortunately, they had to combat a thousand years of rumor and misdirection, the kind of rumor that had been necessary at the time but now was detrimental to convincing others what role the empire might play.

      He continued to make his way along the street, pausing at several other sculptures as he went. Most of them were impressive, and even a year ago, sculptures like this would not have been found within the city. Not because the people feared dragons, but they didn’t view them as protectors. There was something to be said about the perception here that the dragons would somehow offer a level of protection from threats. Fes worried about what it meant for the empire, but that was not his responsibility. Regardless of what Azithan wanted from him, he didn’t serve the empire—at least, not directly.

      It had been over a month since he had returned, and in that month, he had struggled with his next plan of action. It would have to be more than what he’d done. He knew that leaving the Damhur to prepare was dangerous, yet at the same time, he didn’t want to run the risk of attacking without having a plan in place. Planning wasn’t necessarily a strength of his, so Fes didn’t know what he would do other than continue to try to rescue and raise as many dragons as possible. In that, he went against the wishes of the empire.

      Were it up to Azithan and the emperor, Fes would hold off raising any more dragons until they had a better handle on what needed to transpire. Fes felt differently, not the least because he could connect to the dragons, and having spoken to them, he recognized that there was a need to bring back as many of the creatures as he could. There was something within the dragons themselves that he detected, an urgency, and until he understood the reason behind it, he intended to continue to pursue as many of the dragonglass sculptures in which the essence of the dragons had been stored.

      Part of him raged with a nervous sort of energy. He didn’t love remaining in the city, waiting on what might occur, knowing that the odds of another attack remained high. The Damhur were nothing if not strategic in their thinking, and though they no longer were able to Call the dragons, and they might not even be able to Call all of the Deshazl, there was still the issue of the overwhelming number of Damhur compared to the Deshazl. If the empire chose not to attack, if the emperor decided to stay out of it, thinking that there was no need to cross the ocean, the danger of another attack didn’t disappear.

      Every so often, the sense of fire mage magic bloomed within the city. Fes paused when he detected it, turning toward the sense of that magic, and listened to it. There was a distinct feature to it that he was able to make out, and when he could, it called to him.

      Jayell.

      He was comforted knowing that she remained nearby. As far as he knew, she continued to train with the fire mages, working on increasing her skill and competence, growing her powers. In the time that he had known her, she had gone from a capable fire mage to incredibly skilled. Azithan wouldn’t say it, but he suspected that Jayell would rival his skill soon.

      Other spells built around Fes, a marker of the fire mages and their power. They were defensive spells, wrapping around the city, pushing outward, rolling away from the city itself and stretching throughout the entirety of the empire. When Fes had flown with the dragon, soaring high overhead, he had felt the effects of those spells. That was another technique Azithan had taken advantage of, using a variety of spells positioned throughout the empire to create a buffer and perhaps a way of alerting when and if the Damhur chose to attack again.

      His path took him through various sections of the city. Much of Anuhr remained intact following the Toulen attack, but there were parts where Fes could see the damage caused by the totems. Some homes had been completely demolished, and while efforts remained underway to rebuild, the work was slow, and there was just too much destruction for everyone to rebuild quickly.

      Turning a corner, Fes encountered one such street. The buildings here were little more than piles of rubble, and he watched as people worked together, sorting through it, stacking the usable brick from one home off to the side while carrying others elsewhere. There were probably a dozen people who worked without speaking, though there was a certain intensity to their movements. Not only that, but a solemn air hung over everything.

      All of this because of a war that had been raging for a thousand years.

      That was something the people within the city had yet to fully understand. Most of them blamed Toulen for the attack, and while they were responsible, they weren’t the ones ultimately responsible for what had taken place here. That was the Damhur, and while Fes wanted the Damhur and the Deshazl to work together, he understood that working together involved more than simply convincing the Damhur to abandon the attack. More likely than not, it would involve fighting, and as much as he didn’t love the idea, with the dragons, he didn’t fear fighting as he once would have.

      Continuing down the street, he saw a stark reminder that things were different here than they were in other parts of the city. Whereas other places that he had ventured had dragon sculptures situated outside of the homes, here there were none. Fes understood why that would be. The people here had experience in sculptures reacting in dangerous ways, and it really wasn’t that much of a stretch to believe that the dragon sculptures would suddenly behave the same way the totems once had.

      As he made his way through, he paused, listening to the people talking to each other, working together to continue to remove the debris. There was a coordination here, and it seemed as if everyone was comfortable as they worked together.

      “Can you help us?” one of the men asked, making his way toward Fes with an armload of bricks.

      Fes glanced over. It would be a simple matter to join in, to work with the others while they were cleaning up the remains of the destruction, yet he wasn’t sure how he could do that. He needed to continue searching for sculptures. Anything that took him away from that was merely a distraction, regardless of how useful a distraction it might be.

      “I’m sorry, but I’m on a task for the emperor.”

      The man eyed him for a moment, seeming to take in his dress, his gaze then darting to Fes’ sword. “Is that right? Why don’t you tell the emperor that he has abandoned us? I know he got the palace cleaned up within days, but the rest of us aren’t nearly so lucky. He’s got plenty of soldiers there that could be deployed to help with us.”

      “I understand your concern,” Fes said. This wasn’t the kind of argument he wanted to get into, especially as he didn’t disagree with the man. There were things the emperor could do differently, something that Fes had suggested to Jayell and then to Azithan, but they were the kind of things the emperor simply didn’t consider. Were it up to him, he would send soldiers out through the streets as this man requested, looking to try to provide them with help of some sort, if only to clear out the debris.

      “You don’t understand. Look at you. You live up in the palace, with your comfortable bed and expensive clothing. You don’t know what it’s like for us who have nothing. Everything destroyed. And for what?”

      “Because of the emperor, that’s why,” another man said, approaching. His face was blackened, streaked with sweat, and his hair was greasy. Tattered clothing hung on him, a size too large. As Fes scanned the street, he realized that most of these people looked to be underfed.

      And here he had been able to convince himself that the devastation within the city was not nearly as bad as he had thought. Partly that was his own fault. When he had gone through the city, he had generally avoided places like this. Fes had told himself that he had done so because he had wanted to find more dragon sculptures, but perhaps that wasn’t the entirety of it. Maybe he needed to be honest with himself and admit that he hadn’t wanted to see the destruction.

      He had seen enough, but it had always been somewhere else. When he had stopped the attack along the southern border, he had seen the remains of the city, charred and destroyed, buildings practically melted as much as they had been burned, trees little more than blackened stumps, and a sense of emptiness that would take a generation or more to restore. The people who had lived there had retreated, heading inland, many of them coming to the capital for what they presumed to be safety. Fes didn’t know if there could be safety within Anuhr.

      “I will offer what help I can,” Fes said.

      “We ask you to offer your help, but you said you wouldn’t,” the first man said.

      Others working in the fallen building turned their attention toward him, watching. The expression on most of the men’s faces was one of anger, but it was also one of desperation. These men needed something more, something that their emperor was not providing.

      And Fes had seen that so many of the people of the empire were descendants of the Deshazl. How many of these people would have been Called if the Damhur had made it here?

      The man started to push toward him, each step forcing Fes to take a step back in response. He held his hands out. “Like I said, I will offer what help I can.”

      “How about if we just take the help we want?” one of the other men said.

      They converged on him.

      His first instinct was to reach for his sword, but he stayed his hand. That would solve nothing, only angering these men further, drawing their rage at the empire and the emperor onto him, and perhaps worse than that, making it so that they trusted the empire even less than they already did. That should not be his role.

      He might not serve the emperor, but he certainly didn’t want to exacerbate the situation any further.

      Instead, Fes pulled upon his Deshazl connection. His magic flowed through him. The longer that he worked at it, the more he understood the source of it. It was a part of him, rolling through his blood, a boiling energy that he could call forth, push away from him, and use it were it necessary.

      Most of the time when he called upon his Deshazl magic, he used it for destructive purposes. When he had first known about his magic, it had come out when he was angry, the way his rage boiled forth, but the Damhur had helped him gain an understanding of it.

      Rather than lashing out, Fes created a barrier around himself.

      When the nearest two men approached, they slammed into his barrier, bouncing off. The first man had a dazed look on his face, but the second man’s eyes widened.

      “I’ve told you that I intend to help.”

      “A fire mage?” the nearest man asked.

      Fes shook his head. “Not a fire mage, and though you don’t believe it, I didn’t always live in the palace. I lived on the streets, knowing Anuhr the same way you know it.”

      The man stared at him. “There’s no way that you know the city the same way we do.”

      Arguing with them would get him nowhere. And they were right. Though he might have known Anuhr’s streets when he was younger, he had quickly left them when Azithan had offered him an opportunity. That alone had set him apart, regardless of what he might believe about himself.

      Fes continued to back along the street, and the men followed for a moment before turning away and returning to their work.

      Within a few streets, Fes turned off, finding another street that looked as if it had seen no sign of the damage other parts of the city had sustained.

      Once again, dragon sculptures became the norm, and he wandered along, his gaze searching for signs of dragonglass sculptures that might have escaped the palace, knowing that there had to be some. He’d already encountered several in his search, enough that it was worthwhile. Azithan suggested that Fes let someone else fill this role, but he didn’t think that he could. It was for him to do, mostly because he felt as if he were the only one who would know what to do with the dragon sculptures once they were uncovered. Were it up to Azithan, they would be hidden, and Fes had no interest in hiding them—other than from the empire.

      The palace was visible in the distance, as it was in most places within the city. Fes kept it in view as he meandered through the street, every so often searching for a sense of the dragon. He was there, distantly, near enough that Fes wondered what he might be doing on the dragon plains, but not so close that Fes thought that he could communicate to him wordlessly. The other dragons would likely have followed him, as he was an elder dragon, though not, Fes thought, his namesake. If it was Fezarn, he suspected that the dragon would have shared that with him.

      After a while, he found himself on a familiar street. It was a place that he had visited many times over the years, and when Tracen’s shop loomed in the distance, Fes debated whether or not he would approach. Ever since the attack, he hadn’t known whether he should visit with Tracen or not. He had been partly responsible for the totems, though Fes truly didn’t know whether Tracen had known what he was doing. As far as Fes knew, Tracen hadn’t known he was descended from the people of Toulen—and along with that, from the Damhur.

      The door to the shop opened, and Tracen stepped out onto the street.

      He wore a heavy cloak that did nothing to hide his muscular form, but there was a slight stoop to his back that hadn’t been there before. He glanced the opposite direction before turning toward Fes, stopping short at the sight of him.

      “Fes?”

      Fes took a deep breath, approaching slowly. Why was it that seeing one of his oldest friends left him more uncomfortable than facing the Damhur? At least with the Damhur, he thought he understood them, at least as well as one could understand people who believed that his people should be enslaved.

      “Tracen. How are you?”

      Tracen looked around before turning his attention back to Fes. “It’s just you?”

      Fes spread his hands off to the side. “It’s just me. Did you think that I had the dragon with me?”

      Tracen’s gaze drifted to the sky for a moment before turning his attention back to Fes. “Do you?”

      “I don’t. It doesn’t work like that.”

      “You ride him, Fes.”

      “He allows me to ride him.”

      “Like a horse?”

      Fes would have smiled to himself if the situation were any different. The idea of how the dragon would react at being compared to a horse amused him. “Don’t let the dragon hear you talk about him like that.”

      “The dragon understands you?”

      “The dragon would understand you, too.”

      Tracen shifted his feet. “Where are the others that you’ve been with lately?”

      Was that what this is about? Did Tracen fear the fact that Fes spent time around the emperor? Or was it the head of the Dragon Guard, Jaken, who Tracen feared? As far as he knew, they hadn’t punished him for what had happened. It hadn’t been Tracen’s fault that the totems had been used.

      “It’s just me. I’ve been looking for information about dragon sculptures.”

      Tracen’s eyes widened slightly. “Fes, it’s not like that. I’m not—”

      Fes shook his head, taking a step toward Tracen. His friend stiffened, and Fes sighed to himself. It bothered him that he should cause such a reaction out of someone he once had considered a close friend. Were they even that anymore?

      He refused to believe that they were not. He refused to believe that the war had taken that from him, but it might not be his choice.

      “I didn’t come here to accuse you of creating dragon sculptures,” Fes said.

      “I stopped making totems.”

      “Good.”

      “When the market opened up for sculptures of dragons, I thought…”

      “I think it suits you,” Fes said. He flicked his gaze to Tracen’s shop. “Do you find yourself putting a part of you into the creation of the sculptures?”

      Tracen breathed out heavily. “I refuse to do that.”

      “Could you put a part of yourself into them?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He should have considered that before, but even if Tracen could, it would require someone able to control them to be able to use them in a way that would be dangerous. Toulen had been pushed back, their infiltration of the empire defeated, and hopefully, a certain alliance had formed once again with Indra taking the place of her father. If not, they would end up dealing with a war on multiple fronts, something that Fes didn’t think the empire was prepared for any longer.

      “Can I see one of them?”

      Tracen hesitated. “I really was needing to go somewhere, Fes.”

      “Where?”

      “Somewhere.”

      Fes eyed his oldest friend strangely. “You do realize that doesn’t look good when you don’t share with an agent of the empire where you’re going.”

      “Is that what you are now?”

      Fes held Tracen’s gaze. “I don’t know.”

      Tracen blinked. “I suppose I could take a moment and show you.”

      Fes expected that Tracen would lead him back into his blacksmith shop, but instead, he reached into his pocket, pulling out a smaller sculpture than Fes would’ve expected. He held it out, and Fes took it from him. It was made of a silvery metal and was heavy. The detail within the sculpture rivaled what he’d seen at the old woman’s house, but this was considerably smaller. Much like that one, this dragon had its wings tilted forward, so that the dragon was resting on its hind legs but also using its wings to prop it up. There was something about the sculpture that was reminiscent of the dragons that he had worked with, though not the dragon he had saved beneath the city. It suggested to Fes that Tracen had seen other dragons.

      “This is quite impressive,” Fes said.

      “Thank you.”

      “Why is it so much smaller than the ones that have been popularized throughout the city?”

      “Most people have taken to placing larger sculptures outside their homes. They’re heavier, so harder to steal, but some people wanted to have dragon sculptures for inside their homes.”

      Fes looked up from his study of the sculpture, meeting Tracen’s gaze. “Do any of these people fear that the sculpture might be used against them the same way as the totems were?”

      Tracen nodded. “They do, and I think were it not for how many sculptures had become popular, I wouldn’t have been able to move into this work, but as it is, I find that with as popular as the sculptures have become, and the fact that the empire didn’t punish me, I’m no longer associated with the totems as I had been initially.”

      Fes turned the sculpture over in his hand before handing it back to Tracen. “You’re going to sell it?”

      “I am, and I’m afraid that I am a little late for the meeting. I’m sorry, Fes.”

      Fes shook his head, waving to Tracen. He watched his friend turn and head down the street, and on a whim, Fes followed. He didn’t know what he expected to find, other than who Tracen might have been meeting with, but as Tracen blended into the crowd along the street, he found it increasingly difficult to follow. More than that, he began to lose interest, partly because he didn’t want to follow his friend and distrust him.

      Just before Tracen disappeared, Fes caught a flash of bright red hair in the crowd.

      Carter.

      Could that be where Tracen was going? Or worse, could Carter have gone after Tracen, wanting to take the sculpture for herself? Fes still had to settle the score with her and was somewhat surprised that she had remained in the city, considering everything that she had done and the fact that he had risen in prominence the way he had.

      He had started to follow when there came a distinct sensation in the back of his mind.

      A summons. And it came from the dragon.

      As much as he might want to follow Carter, to see what she was up to and to see if she might do anything to his friend, the dragon was more important. Tearing his gaze off the street, he turned in the direction of the dragon and his summons.
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      At the outskirts of Anuhr, Fes paused, watching the sky. Every so often, the sense of the dragon came again, near enough that he could tell the dragon returned to him. While he waited, he glanced behind him, looking back at the city, watching the movement from his position. It was a strange sensation being outside the city, knowing that he would soon be above it, while also feeling the sense of urgency from the dragon.

      He chose this place intentionally. From here, he was high enough above the city itself that he could see the dragon as it approached, while at the same time, he was far enough away that few—if any—people within the city would be aware that a dragon had called to him. Despite the number of sculptures throughout the city designed for protection, Fes understood what sort of reaction others would have at the sudden appearance of one of these enormous creatures close up. Most people still believed that they were creatures to fear.

      He didn’t have to wait long. Soon the darkened form of the massive dragon began to sweep toward him, and as it did, a smaller dragon, this one a deep green, darker than the forest itself, followed. Though the dragon was smaller, Fes had traveled with him enough to realize that despite his size, he was a powerful creature—or would be in time.

      The dragon landed in front of him, a fluttering of his enormous wings causing wind to gust all around Fes. It sent dust and debris spiraling around him, and Fes shielded his eyes from it. There was a sense of amusement from the dragon.

      “You summoned.”

      The dragon lowered his head, signaling his willingness for Fes to climb on his back. “There is something I would show you.”

      Fes glanced to the other dragon.

      “He wouldn’t leave me,” the elder dragon said.

      Fes smiled to himself. “You are impressive.”

      “Of course, and he thinks to rise to take a place among the elders.”

      “I get the sense that doesn’t please you?”

      “He is young.”

      “How young?” Fes still didn’t have a good sense of age when it came to the dragons other than that they lived a very long time—and had enough control over their magic that they could place themselves within dragonglass sculptures.

      “Only a few hundred summers.”

      “And what about you?”

      “More than that.”

      Fes snorted. So much for the dragon sharing more with him. They took off, the dragon beating his wings quickly and pulling them into the sky. Fes settled into his place on the dragon’s back, the familiar sense of the creature giving him a certain comfort. There was warmth radiating from the dragon itself, but the comfort that he had with the dragon came from more than that warmth. There was the power surging from the dragon, flowing into Fes, giving him a connection to their shared magic. It was something that had taken him quite a while to fully understand. He hadn’t understood that while he drew power from the dragon, the dragon also drew strength from him. The power they exchanged was different—his ability might be similar to that of the dragons, but it was not the same—but that didn’t mean it was not transferable. Fes still didn’t fully understand the benefit the dragons gained from their connection to the Deshazl, only that there was something definite.

      The landscape spread beneath him, quickly sweeping by, streaks of browns and greens interrupted by large patches of trees. From this high up, the view was beautiful. Occasional clouds dotted the sky below him, near enough that he could often feel the mist brushing across his cheek as he and the dragon penetrated the clouds. The warmth of the dragon made that tolerable, but so too did the fact that he was riding on the dragon.

      Unsurprisingly, the dragon tilted toward the dragon plains. Fes had been here a few times with the dragon, though none recently. As he often did, thoughts of his first visit came to him. When he had come here chasing after the dragon heart, following Alison and the rebellion, he had known a certain urgency, but mixed with it was a fear as well. How could he not fear what he might encounter in the dragon plains when so few really understood what was here? At the time, Fes had believed it was a place of great danger, and while that might have been the case, it was never a place of danger for him.

      The landscape changed, the sense of life shifting, the grasses that grew below now changing over to that of barren rock. It was a place of death. The sense he had from the dragon was that it was also a sacred place to the dragons. This was where their kind had come to sacrifice themselves. They had done so willingly, pushing their power into the sculptures, leaving only their bones for the fire mages to use, but with the belief that they would be returned to the world once the war was over. In that way, the fact that the empire had not done so as quickly as they should had been something of a betrayal. The dragons had not said that, and Fes had no idea if they viewed it in those terms, but in his mind, it had been a betrayal.

      They continued forward, making their way toward the distant mountains. The dragons swooped, circling higher and higher, rising above the clouds, piercing the peak of the nearest mountain and then moving onward, beyond the point where Fes had ever traveled before.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      “To something that you need to see.”

      “Why?”

      “I feel your uncertainty.”

      “You can feel the fact that I don’t know where you’re taking me,” Fes said.

      “You don’t need to fear with me.”

      “I don’t fear with you.”

      “I sense fear within you.”

      Fes grunted. “I don’t know if it’s fear or frustration.”

      “Perhaps it is that. Your emotions become conflicted in my mind. I don’t understand them nearly as well as I once did.”

      “Have you had a connection to Deshazl like we share?”

      “The Deshazl have long had a bond with the dragons.”

      Fes leaned over the side of the dragon, watching for a moment. The mountains continued to rise and fall. He found himself surprised by how far the mountains stretched, but then again, perhaps he should not have been surprised. The empire had always enjoyed safety along the northern border, safety that had been created by the presence of the mountain chain, and it was enough of a barrier that he wondered if anyone had ever explored beyond this point.

      Perhaps long ago, when the empire had still been new, it was possible that the Deshazl had once traveled beyond the borders of the empire as it was today. Any record of that had been lost long enough ago that Fes had never even heard of anyone traveling beyond the borders of the empire.

      They continued flying, and Fes realized that the dragon wasn’t taking a direct approach. They were circling, heading further north before turning west and then south again. It was slow, but there was something intentional about it, almost as if the dragon intended to avoid something.

      “What do you fear?” Fes asked.

      “I fear nothing.”

      “We both know that’s not true.”

      “I am trying not to alert others of our presence.”

      “What others?”

      “You will see.”

      Fes could do nothing more than wait. They continued to circle, and the sun shifted in the sky. Steadily, they began to descend, drifting downward, making their way lower and lower, but they did so very slowly. It was slow enough that Fes could do nothing more than sit back and enjoy riding on top of the dragon.

      “You understand that you took me away from my search for more dragonglass sculptures.”

      “Your search is valuable, but this is as well.”

      “I don’t know how many more sculptures that I will find, and I know that I need to return across the ocean, but…”

      He also had chosen to give the Deshazl and the Asharn a chance to work together, to see if there weren’t any shared experiences that they could build upon. As far as they were concerned, Fes was an outsider, and in that, they weren’t wrong. He was an outsider, and the things that he wanted were different than what they wanted. He demanded a certain peace, an ability and interest to work together, something that they had shown no interest in doing over the years. They also needed to experience each other’s connection to the greater Deshazl magic. Whereas the Asharn had power they called Asharn, the ancient Deshazl had the Dragon’s Eye, a place that power emanated from.

      “The Deshazl must find their own peace before you return, Fezarn.”

      “It’s the reason I’ve given them time,” Fes said.

      “I sense an uncertainty to you.”

      “What you sense is knowledge that I will need to do something more than simply give them time.”

      “When do you intend to attack?”

      Not if he intended to attack, but when. The dragon could reach deeper into his mind then he could do in reverse, something that troubled Fes just a little. When they had been working to raise the dragons, it had felt as if there had been a more significant connection, but that had begun to change, to evolve—however slowly—to the point where now he was aware of the dragon and could communicate without words, but there wasn’t the same connection that there had been during the raising.

      “The longer that we wait, the more likely it is that the Damhur prepare for anything that we might do. We need to be able to act so that they don’t gain the upper hand again.”

      “I do not disagree.”

      “At the same time, I remain uncertain.”

      “You would rescue them.”

      “The Damhur and the Deshazl once worked together. I think that regardless of our disagreements at this time, we need to find a way to work together once again.”

      “Some would say that the connection between the Damhur and the Deshazl is more than a disagreement,” the dragon said.

      “True, but I can’t help but remember the way that the buildings that they constructed together looked. There was a time when great power came from such a union.”

      It had been enough of a power that they had created structures that were simply impossible to build these days. Fes couldn’t imagine building the types of structures that he had seen not only within the city near the Dragon’s Eye, but also within the forest. There was something about those trees that had amazed him, leaving him marveling at the type of power they were capable of creating. Together, both of their peoples were so much greater than they could be apart, and yet something had driven them apart. As far as he could tell, it was little more than a desire for control and power, but what if there was another explanation? What if there was more, something that he had yet to uncover?

      That was part of the reason that he hesitated.

      It was strange that despite everything he’d gone through, even though the Damhur had attempted to Call him, control him, to use him in their attack, he would still feel somewhat inclined to try and work with them. And yet, he feared that destroying them the same way they had attempted to destroy the Deshazl would diminish both of their people in some way.

      They circled around one of the mountain tops, though it was a wide circle. Fes leaned over the edge of the dragon, looking out at the snowcapped peak. The other mountains all around were considerably smaller, leaving this as an enormous peak within the middle of the mountain chain.

      Why this mountain? Why this place? What was it that had driven the dragon to bring him here?

      There was something here the dragon wanted to show him, but what was it?

      His eyesight was excellent—most of the Deshazl had good eyesight—but he could only make out the shape below him, nothing more than that. There had to be something more here, some reason that the dragon would bring him—along with another dragon.

      They continued to circle, and as they did, Fes realized what the dragon was trying to get him to do. He was trying to bring Fes in close enough that he could make out the features along the mountainside, but not so close that Fes could see fine details.

      There were people there.

      Not just people, but an entire city built upon the mountaintop. It was built into the edge, rising toward the peak, and the structures surrounded the mountain, circling the entirety of it.

      “Where is this?” he asked.

      “A place that I don’t recall,” the dragon said.

      “Can they see us?”

      “I have been cautious to bring you in slowly.”

      “Why?”

      “One of the others found the welcome less desirable than we would prefer.”

      “Less desirable?”

      The dragon pulled up, heading back into the sky, and Fes thought for a moment that they would depart, returning toward Anuhr, but the dragon brought him over to a nearby mountaintop and came to a gentle landing, perched in such a way that Fes could look out toward the much larger and distant peak, his gaze searching for signs of what he had seen when he had been closer, but struggling to do so. From here, there wasn’t any obvious evidence of anything on the mountain. It blended in, as if the structures themselves were designed in such a way that they would be invisible from a distance.

      And it was possible that they were.

      “Can you see it from here?”

      The dragon continued to stare toward the mountaintop, and Fes couldn’t help but think that the dragon’s eyesight was such that he could make out the distant city. “There is something about it that is designed to draw off the eye, but I can still make it out.”

      “Can you show me through your eyes?”

      The dragon swung his head toward Fes, his golden eyes glowing softly. “What you ask for is difficult.”

      “It’s possible, then?”

      “It is possible,” the dragon said softly.

      The smaller green dragon perched along the mountainside near Fes and the other, remaining silent, motionless, and he realized now why he was here.

      “You’re the dragon who had the less-than-desirable outcome when you came across this, aren’t you?”

      The dragon snorted, steam misting in the air. “They fired upon me.”

      How would they have fired upon a dragon?

      “A large arrow,” the green dragon said.

      Fes frowned until the dragon unfurled his wing, and as he did, Fes noticed something that he hadn’t seen before. There was a hole through his wing, large enough to put the entirety of a tree through.

      Not only had they fired upon the dragon, but they had been prepared to do so. In order to have done so, they would have needed to have some way of attacking dragons, or, he realized, some experience.

      “They have faced dragons before,” Fes whispered.

      The elder dragon breathed out heavily. “That is my suspicion as well.”

      “I thought all of the dragons were gone.”

      “And so they should have been.”

      Fes leaned forward, gripping the elder dragon as he did. He leaned forward, trying to peer into the distance, trying to make sense of what was taking place. Not only had the young dragon been attacked, but by a type of weapon that was ready-made to destroy a dragon.

      That spoke of more than just knowledge.

      The empire certainly hadn’t been prepared to face the dragons again after a thousand years. That length of time was long enough that knowledge had faded, gotten lost, and it was long enough that any people who might have once known how to fight and defeat the dragons had passed beyond memory and into that of myth.

      Not only that, but they would have to be prepared, to have something aimed and ready to fire.

      “I need to visit,” Fes said.

      “It’s not safe to bring you there,” the dragon said.

      “If they have experience with dragons, then I need to get over there and learn what it is.” There was a part of him that didn’t want to go to some strange land, to risk himself again so soon after having just returned from another strange land with a different experience with dragons, but if these people were fighting the dragons, then he wanted to know why and what experience they had. More than that, if they had encountered dragons before, there was a very real chance that other dragons might still exist in the world. If they did, Fes wanted to know where to find them—and if there was any way for him to connect to those dragons as well as the ones he had helped raise.

      “We can’t bring you there,” the dragon said.

      “Fine. I will go myself.”

      “Just you against the city of many? I’m sure that your people would not approve.”

      And he shouldn’t do it, either. Fes knew better than to push the issue, knowing that regardless of how he might feel, it was dangerous to risk himself by heading toward a strange and foreign land without knowing anything at all about it other than the fact that they attacked dragons. Perhaps a better approach would be to bring a contingent from the empire. If they had a few with them, perhaps including a fire mage and several other Deshazl of some strength, they wouldn’t have to worry quite as much about the possibility of an attack overwhelming them.

      Even if he wanted to do this, the timing was terrible. They needed to understand and deal with the Damhur before he attempted anything more. These people, this far into the mountains, were no threat to his people. There was no point in wandering into the mountains and risking himself, especially as the mountains created such a natural barrier between them.

      More than that, he had sensed the difficulty the dragon had in reaching this place. It was almost as if his elder dragon companion had struggled to fly through the mountains, struggling to make it as far as they had, and if that were the case, it would be even more difficult for anyone to travel by foot.

      No, these people were not any sort of threat to the empire.

      “We should leave them, then,” Fes said.

      “You see wisdom.”

      “I wasn’t trying to cause trouble, but you did bring me here for a reason.”

      “The reason is to recognize the existence.”

      “What will your kind do?” If the dragons decided to search for other dragons, then it was possible that any help he thought he might find from the dragons would be diminished. And if it were, Fes couldn’t even blame them for that. The dragons had been missing from the world for so long, and if it was possible for them to find others who might have gone into hiding over the last thousand years, wouldn’t he want that for them?

      “We have promised to work with you,” the dragon said.

      “You have, but that doesn’t mean that you need to abandon your search for others.”

      The dragon snorted. “Who said that there would be any abandonment?”

      He lowered his head, and Fes crawled back onto his back. He sat there for a moment, wishing that he could see beyond the mountain and make out the distant shape of the city, curious to learn what sort of people would live on a mountaintop. How could anyone survive in a place so high? There wouldn’t be access to food, and even if they descended to the lower reaches to gather, there had to be some reason for it.

      “I would like to see it again,” Fes said.

      The dragon snorted and power flowed through Fes.

      It came as a strange sensation, an immediate connection, a building of power that surged from the dragon and into Fes, enough so that he immediately became aware of the dragon in his mind. It was a more significant connection than what he normally had. With the immediate connection, there was a sense that everything around him surged. The air currents flowing all around drew to Fes, and he could practically see them, though he knew that had to be more his imagination. There were fluctuations in color, gradations that he hadn’t been aware of before the sudden surge of power. As he stared around him, he realized that it came from changes to the temperature around him.

      That was what it was like for the dragons?

      The elder dragon turned his attention toward the mountaintop, and an image formed within Fes’s mind, different than what he had seen before. There were striations of color, and for a moment, Fes was reminded of when he had collected dragon bones. They also had striations of color, though they were nothing compared to what he now observed.

      On the distant mountain, Fes noticed the way the colors tended to blur together. There was nothing distinct, certainly no evidence of the city that he had seen before, almost as if the dragon couldn’t make it out.

      “You can’t see it, can you?” Fes asked.

      The connection between them started to fade, but not quickly enough for Fes to realize the irritation within the dragon. Not only could they not see the distant city, but there was a simmering anger that flowed through the dragon at that awareness. They viewed it as a weakness, and Fes touched the side of the dragon.

      “That’s what you meant when you said that they obscured your ability to see.”

      “There is something there. I’m aware of it only because he was aware of it, but were it not for that, I don’t know that I would make it out.”

      “Do you think it’s because of the snow on the mountain?”

      The dragon breathed out in a huff. “Perhaps, but it’s equally likely that they have some obscuring magic that conceals them.”

      That didn’t seem quite true to Fes. When he had been on the dragon, he had been able to make out the city. It hadn’t seemed as if there were some magical concealment that intended to prevent him from finding it. Whatever was there seemed to be designed to obfuscate the dragon’s ability to make out the city.

      More than ever, Fes wanted to know more about those people within the city. If they were so capable of avoiding the dragons’ notice, then their experience with them was far more significant than he had suspected.

      They wouldn’t be Deshazl. Hiding from dragons wasn’t something any Deshazl would have done, even those who had abandoned their connection to the Deshazl long ago. It meant that they were something else, but even the Damhur had not wanted to hide from the dragons. They wanted to control them.

      Whoever they were still had incredible experience, and enough that they might be useful.

      The elder dragon took to the sky, circling once more around the peak. As they came around, Fes tried to take in more about the city, trying to understand what it was that would have driven these people into a place like this. Maybe it was only about the dragons themselves. If they feared the dragons, then he could understand why they would come to a place like this, but Fes’s experience with dragons was such that he didn’t think they would ever attack those who feared them. They certainly wouldn’t interact with those who feared them.

      While he was watching, something erupted from the city.

      At first, Fes thought it was a bird, but that didn’t seem to be the case. It came quickly, heading directly toward them and was moving fast enough that…

      “Turn!”

      Fes tapped on the dragon’s side, and the elder dragon banked, barely in time.

      As he did, an enormous ballista bolt streaked past them. From the injury to the green dragon, Fes had suspected that whatever they had fired would have been incredible, but this looked to be an entire tree. Somehow, they had flung an entire tree at the dragon.

      More than that, the dragon had not known it was coming.

      He tapped on the dragon’s side. “That way.”

      The dragon turned, and Fes guided them toward the bolt shot at the dragon. It had pierced the side of a mountain, looking like the mountain itself had sprung an arm, as if some massive creature were trying to crawl out from within.

      When they landed, Fes studied the bolt. There appeared to be some staining along the surface, but he couldn’t quite make out what it was. He approached slowly, feeling the anxiety within the dragon growing as he neared it, and when he got close, his breath caught.

      “We’ve seen something like this before,” he whispered.

      “Where?” the elder dragon asked.

      “Beyond Javoor. In the place beyond the valley.”

      The trunk reminded him of the artificial trees that comprised the strange forest beyond Javoor. Why would that be?

      Could he have been wrong? He had believed that the trees had been created by the Damhur and the Deshazl, but what if they weren’t? What if there were others who had created them and then departed? If that were the case, then he understood even less than he thought about that time long ago.

      Fortunately, he knew where he could go for answers, or at least where he could start to look for answers, though it was possible the people in that place didn’t have them.

      He still didn’t understand how something like this would have been fired across such a great distance and with such accuracy. More than that, he didn’t understand why they would have been fired on at all. There was something here that he failed to grasp, and it troubled Fes in a way that he did not care for.

      Sensing the elder dragon’s anxiety, he returned to his seat on his back. When they took to the air, the dragons made a point of veering away from the mountaintop, streaking higher and higher into the sky as they went, to the point where Fes could no longer see anything but the mist of clouds around them.

      The dragons were scared.

      Even when he had been a part of their return, he had never detected any fear from them. The only time that he had sensed anything bordering on fear had been around the Damhur, but even that was mixed with a certain arrogance, a belief that they would never be Called, and if they were, the dragons would have some way of avoiding a Calling.

      This… This was something else. This was a worry that there was something beyond their experience, and they were concerned that a power they did not fully grasp could harm them. Given everything that he’d gone through, and his commitment to protect the dragons, Fes wanted nothing more than to offer them the knowledge that he would do everything in his power to protect them, but if they came across another place like this, would there be any way to protect them?

      Worse, what if the Damhur had knowledge of a similar power?

      So far, they had tried to Call rather than harm, but if they were able to use similar weapons, Fes would need to be prepared to protect as much as he could.

      Troubled thoughts followed him all the way back to the empire. It wasn’t until they reached the dragon plains, a sacred place of dying for the dragons, that Fes began to relax, but he sensed the dragons didn’t.

      It took him a moment to realize why.

      What if the dragon plains hadn’t been a place where they had gone voluntarily to depart this world? What if something else had taken those dragons, harmed them, and forced them from the world?
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      The inside of the palace carried a certain quiet about it. Servants making their way through the hallways were different than they once had been, and as Fes headed toward Azithan’s quarters, he paused every so often, taking in the sight of them. He knew he shouldn’t fear them, but a part of him held a lingering doubt, a worry that perhaps there was something that he had yet to catch. He didn’t think there would be another attack inside the walls of the palace, but what if he was wrong?

      There had been a strange sense drawing on him ever since they neared the city, almost a drawing sense calling him south. After what he’d just seen, he couldn’t deny there was that need for him to follow that sense.

      Every so often, the sense of fire mage magic built around him. When it came, he felt something that he never would have believed before. It was comforting. There was just something about having both the potential for his Deshazl magic along with that of the fire mage magic all around him, and though he didn’t know all of the fire mages, at least he recognized that their power might be necessary.

      Turning the corner, he came face to face with a trio of sharply dressed soldiers. He paused, smiling tightly at Jaken, the commander of the Dragon Guard. His hair was shorn, and his already angular face had become even leaner over the last few months as a result of all of the fighting that he had done. He carried two dragonglass swords strapped at his waist, mimicking Fes’s style. Fes understood the need for that, if only because the dragonglass somehow connected them to their Deshazl abilities in such a way that they were able to carve through fire mage spells. It was both a protection and a certain reassurance.

      “Fezarn. Where have you been?”

      Fes glanced over his shoulder. He could sense the dragon still circling overhead, waiting for him. This was supposed to be a brief visit before they headed to Javoor. “Other than looking for dragonglass sculptures?”

      Jaken glowered at him, lowering his voice. “You know my father has made a point of telling you that is unnecessary.”

      Fes almost smiled to himself. The fact that Jaken had embraced his title and his place in the city was of significance. People now knew that he was the emperor’s son, making it so that the line of succession was clear if something were to happen to the emperor. Unfortunately, beyond Jaken, the succession planning wasn’t nearly as well developed, at least as far as Fes knew. It was possible that the emperor—and Azithan—had thoroughly planned for the possibility of something happening to both Jaken and the emperor, but if it came down to that, then they were in graver danger than he wanted to consider.

      “I know what your father has said, but seeing as how I don’t have to serve the empire, I believe that I can do as I please.”

      One of the Dragon Guard behind Jaken stiffened, and Fes wondered if he might’ve pushed a little too hard. There was no point angering the commander of the Dragon Guard, but at the same time, he doubted that Jaken would take much offense to him saying that. Besides, Fes had been responsible for saving the empire on more than one occasion. That alone granted him a certain level of freedom that others did not have.

      Jaken knew that as well as he did. “Would you at least make it look like you are trying to serve the empire?”

      “I’m not making it seem like I’m not.”

      “And yet, you continue to head through the city, defying my father’s orders…”

      “His order was not to abandon my search. I believe what he wanted instead was for me to avoid raising any more dragons.”

      “And have you been?”

      “If I have, I’m not sure that I should tell you.”

      “Fes…”

      Fes shrugged. “No. I have not been raising any more dragons. If I did, I would tell you.”

      “I wonder whether that’s true or not.”

      “Yeah. I wonder if that’s true or not too.” He hesitated. He doubted there was anything the emperor—or the empire, for that matter—could do about the fact that he had been traveling with the dragon, but at the same time, he didn’t want to create a new concern by drawing a danger to the empire that had been previously unknown. He wasn’t responsible for what had happened with the Damhur coming here, but if whoever lived in that mountain city had some way of following them, he would be responsible for that. “Have you ever heard of a people living north of the mountains?”

      Jaken frowned. “There’s nothing north of the mountains.”

      “There has to be something.”

      “The empire has sent many expeditions through the mountains, trying to get to a point where we can cross, but they go on, eventually becoming impenetrable.”

      “What if people are living in the mountains?”

      “Fes—”

      “I saw something that leads me to believe that there are some people within the mountains.”

      “Why would you have been traveling there?”

      “The dragon brought me. We were circling above the dragon plain, and…”

      “What did you see?”

      “Nothing clear. Which is why I thought of asking. If there is nothing that we need to worry about, then I won’t worry. If there is something there, then I wonder if perhaps we should be preparing for it.”

      “I think we have enough to worry about as it is,” Jaken said.

      “Has there been any further attack?”

      “You mean since you used the dragons to turn the Damhur back from our shores?” Jaken arched a brow at him. “Between the presence of the dragons that cannot be Called and fire mages who have placed spells all throughout the empire, we are as well protected as I think we ever have been.”

      The empire probably was. From the tone of Jaken’s voice, Fes had the sense that satisfied the emperor—and Jaken. “Have you given any thought to my proposal?”

      “By your proposal, I presume you mean your request that we bring the fight across the ocean?”

      “We know what they are capable of doing.”

      “And now they know what we are capable of doing. Not only do we have to worry about solidifying our borders, but we also have to ensure that Toulen doesn’t attack again.”

      “Toulen hasn’t shown any evidence of wanting to attack, not like Javoor.” Why couldn’t they see that? “Indra has—”

      “We cannot trust the safety of the empire to your friend Indra. I know you don’t necessarily agree with my tactics, Fes, but all I care about is making certain that the empire is as protected as we can be. Right now, that means that we need to avoid confrontations with a potentially dangerous people.”

      “You sent an envoy to Javoor, didn’t you?”

      “Fes—”

      Fes shook his head. He should have expected that, but at the same time, he hadn’t really expected that the empire would send out a request for peace so quickly after having been attacked. “Do you think they can be trusted?”

      “No.”

      “But you did send an envoy.”

      “We have requested that they meet.”

      “I’m not sure that the empire’s form of diplomacy will be effective when it comes to the Damhur. I know that you don’t want to hear that, but everything I’ve seen from them tells me that they will manipulate you.” A thought occurred to Fes. “How do you know that you didn’t send someone who had Deshazl bloodlines?”

      If they had sent someone with Deshazl bloodlines, it was possible that they could be manipulated by the Damhur, Called in such a way where any agreement would be formed in Javoor’s benefit.

      “We sent a fire mage.”

      Sending a fire mage at least made it less likely that someone would be able to be Called, but there remained a risk with that. It was possible that a fire mage would be overpowered by someone from Javoor. Knowing the kind of magic they possessed, it posed significant risks to the empire.

      “Who?”

      “Ellorayne.” When Fes didn’t answer immediately, Jaken smiled. “I take it that you approve of that choice?”

      “She, at least, is powerful.”

      “She is nearly as powerful as Azithan. He wanted to go, but my father refused.”

      Fes could easily imagine that Azithan would have wanted to go, and if he would have gone, the empire ran the risk of losing someone of considerable strength. Even with Ellorayne going, there was a risk of power disappearing.

      “Where is Azithan?”

      “I’m not the fire mage’s keeper.” Jaken nodded to the other two Dragon Guard before turning to Fes. “Please don’t cause trouble for the empire, Fezarn.”

      “I’m trying to help save the empire.”

      “By not supporting us? I think your type of saving is a little different than how I would describe it.”

      “Just because I do it differently than you doesn’t mean that I don’t care.”

      “And yet, you have made it quite clear that you don’t intend to defend the empire.”

      Jaken started away, and Fes continued on through the halls. As he went, he focused on the sense of the dragon flying overhead. He was still there, circling, and within the dragon, there was the persistent sense of uncertainty. The attack in the north had troubled the dragon more than Fes would have expected.

      Perhaps he shouldn’t have been surprised by that. The dragons were confident, almost arrogant, and suddenly coming to terms with the fact that there might be some way of simply overpowering them was beyond what they were accustomed to experiencing.

      Reaching a side hall, Fes paused as he watched the servants. He was reminded of the uprising, the helpless way that he had felt when it had come, and the fact that the servants who had been here had such an advantage. Had the emperor been more careful this time? Hopefully he had learned a lesson, preparing for the possibility that the servants had an advantage when navigating through the palace, but Fes wasn’t sure that he had always been paying attention to those lessons. He had ignored the lessons that he should have learned from the war a thousand years ago, not taking the opportunity to continue to learn, to prepare, and ignoring the role the dragons had played in the empire’s survival.

      That was part of the reason Fes found it difficult to trust any decision the empire might make. While he got on reasonably well with the emperor, and he had developed a certain fondness for Jaken, he still didn’t know whether he could trust them if it came down to it.

      Continuing to weave through the palace, Fes found his way to Azithan’s quarters. Pausing briefly, he knocked, not simply hurrying in the way that he once would have done. There was the sense of energy on the other side of the door, a distinct signature that told him that fire mage magic was used within, and after focusing on it for only a moment, he realized that it was more than one signature.

      When the door opened, and Azithan greeted him, Fes looked beyond the fire mage to see Jayell inside, holding a massive dragon pearl in one hand while working on a spell.

      “Fezarn. I was not expecting you, but I suppose that you may come in.”

      “You suppose? Why should I give you the opportunity to tell me otherwise?”

      “Do not think me helpless to defend myself against you, Fezarn.”

      “I never would have accused you of helplessness, Azithan, but seeing as how you have Jayell here, you wouldn’t be able to keep me out.”

      “No. I suppose that is correct. The two of you have certainly developed something of an interesting rapport.”

      “May I come in?”

      Azithan chuckled. “Now you would ask?”

      “Well, you have made a point of telling me that I needed to.”

      “Of course, Fezarn. Far be it for me to prevent you from seeing our work.”

      Once inside, Azithan closed the door, sealing it with a hint of a spell. That surprised Fes. Usually within the palace, Azithan didn’t try to conceal what he was doing, but maybe it was more about protection than about concealment. With as much power as the two of them were throwing around, it was entirely possible that Azithan intended to ensure that neither of them caused any damage to the rest of the palace while working.

      “Is there a reason for your visit?” Azithan asked.

      “I thought you would be happy to see me.”

      “I would say that I am happy to see you, but that doesn’t change the fact that I don’t question the purpose of your visit in the middle of the day, Fezarn. As far as I was aware, you have been spending your time collecting dragonglass sculptures.”

      “Are you going to try to tell me that I shouldn’t be doing that, too?”

      “On the contrary, I think that gathering all of the dragonglass sculptures that contain the essence of dragons is incredibly critical. There is no one better to do so than you, Fezarn.”

      “Somehow I get the sense that you are going to again tell me that I shouldn’t try to return the dragons I find.”

      “There’s a difference between collecting them and restoring them. We still have not yet grasped the full consequences of what it means for you to have returned the dragons as you have. How many have returned at this point?”

      Fes thought about how many dragons he had restored over the last month. There had to be nearly thirty, and all of them had protected themselves in a way that would keep them from a Calling. “You know the number as well as I do,” Fes said.

      “Indeed. I have been keeping track of you and your efforts, and while I appreciate the passion, I’m not sure that I completely approve of the sentiment.”

      “Was it your suggestion to send an envoy to Javoor?”

      “It was not my suggestion, but I did not disapprove of it.”

      “It won’t work.”

      “You say that without knowing.”

      “What is this?” Jayell asked. The pearl in her hand glowed softly, a greenish yellow light coming from it. It shone onto her face, and Fes smiled at her.

      “The empire has decided to send an envoy to Javoor to ensure peace.”

      “And you don’t think they should?” Jayell asked.

      “I’m not sure that Javoor can be trusted to maintain peace.” It was more than that, but even if they did come to a peace agreement, Fes remained determined to free the captive Deshazl. That was something that Azithan and the emperor did not agree with, mostly because they saw it as something akin to an act of war on Javoor. How was it that they couldn’t see the necessity? The emperor was Deshazl, no differently than Fes, and he had experienced the power of the Calling in a way that would let him know just how dangerous the Damhur were.

      “Part of negotiation is finding a common ground,” Azithan said. “You don’t have to like the other person, and you don’t necessarily have to approve of everything that they do, but you do have to come in with a willingness to negotiate.” He turned toward his hearth, waving his hand briefly, and a flame sparked before burning brightly. With the flame came a hint of spice to the air, a familiar odor that Fes had known and attributed to Azithan as long as he had known the man. “Your concerns may be premature, Fezarn. We don’t even know if they will have a willingness to meet with us. For all we know, they will refuse to see our envoy.”

      “Or they will see her and attack.”

      “We have asked for neutral ground.”

      “When it comes to Javoor, is there such a thing?”

      “Fes,” Jayell said, reaching for his hand and squeezing. “The fighting can be done. Weren’t you the one who tried to convince us of that?”

      “The fighting can be done, but it’s not over until the Deshazl are freed.”

      “That can all be part of the negotiation, Fezarn.”

      “What?”

      Azithan waved his hand. “Did you think that I would not push for the Deshazl to be freed?”

      “Why?”

      “We’ve seen it with our own people, and we recognize that most of the people living in the empire share some Deshazl heritage, though not many are quite as pure blood as yourself. The Deshazl are our people, the same as they are yours. That is one part that the emperor will push for.”

      “What happens if the Damhur won’t agree to that?”

      Azithan sighed. “We must have peace. Without peace, there can be no end to this war.”

      “There won’t be an end to the war until the Deshazl are freed. You didn’t see it, Azithan. You don’t know what it’s like on the other side of the water, where the Damhur continue to wage war against the Deshazl, an ongoing battle that has stretched for centuries.” Even Fes didn’t know that he fully understood. While he had visited, and while he had a better understanding of what had taken place than he wanted, his brief time on the other side of the water was not enough to fully understand.

      Which was why he was determined to end it. If nothing else, the people of Javoor, the Deshazl who lived there, were his family as much as any. It was where he had come from, even if it was before he could remember. If nothing else, it was a gift he could give his family, something that he had failed to provide them when they had still been alive.

      “They have faced the dragons, Fezarn. They will not want to continue to expose themselves to such dangers. Now that they know they can’t Call them, they will acquiesce.”

      “Unless they decide to destroy them,” Fes said softly. He glanced from Azithan to Jayell. “What if they decide that destroying the dragons is the next best thing? They could accumulate enough dragon bones to pose a threat to the empire.” During the last attack, the empire had gone through nearly its entire supply of dragon bones to hold off the Damhur. The fact that Azithan was willing to work with Jayell, to use any remaining relic that they had, suggested more to Fes than anything else. Azithan saw her power as valuable to the empire.

      Without restocking and having a new supply of that power, they wouldn’t be able to oppose the dangers of the Damhur fire mages.

      “They wouldn’t destroy them when they want to control them,” Azithan said.

      “They would destroy them if they couldn’t control them.”

      “Even if they could, the technique to do so has been lost to time.”

      “We don’t know what the Damhur still recall,” Fes said. He couldn’t shake the image of that enormous tree shooting toward them. Knowing what he did of the Damhur, and knowing that their knowledge of events from long ago exceeded that of the empire, he wouldn’t put it past them to have maintained some knowledge of that power, to have a way of attacking—and destroying—that would overpower the dragons.

      It was the same thing the dragons feared.

      “Do not think to disrupt the process,” Azithan said.

      “I have no intention of disrupting the peace process, though I do doubt its efficacy.”

      “Then why have you come here?”

      He was going to tell Azithan about the people in the north, but he was no longer sure whether he should. There was a part of him that worried about what Azithan might do with that kind of knowledge. It was possible that the empire would feel the same shortage of dragon bones the Damhur had felt, and if that were the case, he wouldn’t put it past Azithan to suggest that they put down some of the dragons, if only to have access to a greater power.

      And he could see from the way Azithan spoke that he wouldn’t be swayed about the Damhur. Fes agreed with needing to save the Deshazl, but he doubted that negotiation was going to be the key. First, he had to free the Deshazl so that any hold the Damhur had over them was gone, then he could offer the Damhur the opportunity to come back around, to work with the Deshazl as they once had. Anything up to that point would only lead to danger of failure.

      “I came looking for Jayell,” Fes said.

      She watched him, a question in her eyes, but he appreciated that she didn’t speak it aloud.

      “Why?”

      “I need to travel to the Dragon’s Eye, and I was hoping that she would come with me.”

      “From what I understand of that place, it is a Deshazl city. Why would you want Jayell?”

      “Mostly because I care about her. Partly because I think that she offers a complementary sort of power to mine. Something is drawing me south, and I don’t fully understand it. And there’s the fact that I don’t always think things through nearly as well as she does.”

      That last was somewhat difficult for him to admit, but no less accurate. She also helped him see the need to look beyond his first idea. Her presence helped suppress some of the anger that still threatened to boil up within him.

      “Yes. Well, then, I suppose I would not keep you from having her accompany you.”

      “I didn’t realize I was asking permission.”

      “Jayell remains a servant to the empire, Fezarn.”

      “Has she returned to the temple?” Fes held Azithan’s gaze, letting his linger for a moment before flicking his attention to Jayell. He knew the answer that she would give but wondered how Azithan felt about it.

      “She does not need to return to the temple for me to instruct her, but instruction comes with the price of service. You understand that, Fezarn. There was always a price.”

      “I think that in the case of Jayell, you would teach even if she chose not to serve the empire.”

      “Fezarn—”

      Fes shook his head. “You see something in her. Power, probably, but maybe there’s something more. Whatever it is, I know that it drives you. You want to use her in some way.”

      “I would like her to fully understand the nature of her power.”

      “There’s more to it, Azithan. There’s always more to it with you.”

      The fire mage glanced at Jayell before turning his attention to Fes. His mouth split into a smile, a strange expression on his narrow face. “You have known me long enough to know that is true.”

      “What is it, then?”

      “There will come a time when Jayell must make a choice.”

      “What sort of choice?”

      “You wonder why I continue to instruct her, and I can see it when I look at you, Fezarn, that you fear that it means that she will be taken from you. Far from that, unless you allow her to be taken from you.”

      “That’s still not an answer.”

      “Perhaps not, but in this case, know that I teach her with the intention of helping her continue to stretch and develop her abilities. The better prepared she is, the better prepared we can be.”

      “Why?”

      “Why, to replace me, of course.”

      Fes held his gaze on Azithan, watching the other man for a long moment. He had little doubt that Azithan was telling the truth but wondered if Azithan had ever shared his intention with Jayell. If he had, had she kept that from him?

      “Why would she need to replace you?” Fes asked.

      “I may not look it, but I am getting old, Fezarn. There comes a time when mages begin to lose their power, and unfortunately, I can feel my time growing close.”

      As he stared Azithan, Fes tried to figure out just how old the other man was. He had never really given it much thought before, though he did suspect that Azithan was quite a bit older than Fes himself. It was the sort of thing that hadn’t really mattered before, though maybe it still didn’t. Other than Azithan claiming that his time was running short, there wasn’t any real reason to care about the fire mage’s age. He was still incredibly powerful.

      “How close?” Fes asked.

      “Fezarn, one does not simply ask—”

      Fes took a step toward him. “How close?”

      “I can’t determine such things with certainty, which means that—”

      “Which means whatever you want it to mean.”

      Azithan smiled at him. “You may believe what you want, but I am trying to prepare Jayell to replace me. There will come a time when she must have the necessary knowledge and skill to protect the Deshazl emperor.”

      Fes glanced at Jayell. “Is that what you want?”

      “I want to learn as much as I can about my abilities,” she said.

      Azithan smiled. “See? As I said, I must prepare her to replace me. I suppose that I’m willing to allow you to interrupt our training for her to travel with you, but I would respectfully ask that you not take her for too long.”

      Fes didn’t know what to say. At the same time, Jayell couldn’t just follow him around the empire as he continued to hunt the Damhur, trying to rescue the Deshazl. She had to have something for herself. When he had first met her, she had followed the Path of the Flame, wanting to see the return of the dragons, but over time, working with Fes had seen her return more and more to where she had been originally, drawn back into the machinations of the fire mage temple and the empire.

      Then again, the dragons had returned. There was no longer a question of whether they were allowed to use the dragon relics, not the way there once had been. The dragons had willingly allowed fire mages to use their bones, to draw that power out of them, and even in the dragons’ return, there had been no change in their willingness to have fire mages continue to use their power.

      “I won’t keep her too long,” Fes said.

      Azithan pulled Jayell over to the side of the room, near a table along the far wall. He grabbed a few items off the table itself and handed them to Jayell. She took them, stuffing them into a pocket, before nodding. Azithan leaned in, whispering something that Fes couldn't hear, wondering what it was that the other mage was telling her.

      When he was done, Azithan approached Fes, something in his hand drawing Fes’s attention. It was dragonglass, and small enough to resemble one of the daggers that he once had carried.

      “I thought that you might appreciate this, Fezarn.”

      “Where did you get that?”

      “It was found in the middle of a forest where we had once wandered. I believe that you once carried a weapon similar to this.”

      Fes reached for it, his hand trembling slightly. Could it be the same dagger?

      He had thought it lost and had missed it more than he probably should have. It had once been his family’s, his parents having owned the daggers, weapons that he had used to ensure his safety ever since he could remember. One of the daggers had been destroyed, burned up in the dragon’s fire, but the other he’d lost when the Damhur had abducted him, tossing it aside as if it were nothing.

      “Where did you find this?” he whispered.

      “One of our patrols came across it. They have been instructed to bring me anything they find of dragonglass.”

      Fes looked up. “Why?”

      Azithan waved his hand. “Nothing like I imagine you are thinking. We have long instructed them to bring us any dragonglass they find, if only because of its value to the empire. In this case, the dragonglass happened to be valuable to you. That is, if this is your dagger.”

      Fes closed his eyes, running his thumb along the surface. He had done it so often throughout his entire life that there was a familiar feel to it, the smoothness of the blade comforting to him. It was different even than holding onto a dragonglass sword. While he knew that it was sentiment, a strange knot that he hadn’t known he’d been carrying loosened in his chest.

      “It is mine,” he whispered.

      When he opened his eyes, Azithan nodded. “I thought as much. If you would like, I could search the empire stores to see if there is a matching one. I know that you once carried two of them, though I don’t recall you ever telling me what happened to the other. Perhaps that was lost and found again as well.”

      “The first dragon raised melted it.”

      Azithan arched a brow. “Indeed? Then I find it unlikely that we would come across it.”

      Fes shook his head. “I don’t need another dagger. It’s not the weapon itself that was valuable to me.”

      “I see. Then I am thankful that I was able to return it to you. Now, I would also be thankful if you were to return Jayell to me for additional training when this task of yours is over.”

      Fes continued to stare at the dagger before taking a deep breath and sticking it into his pocket. Why was he so emotional about the return of a weapon? He looked over at Jayell, noticing her watching him, and smiled. “She will return if she wants.”

      “Oh, Fezarn, don’t be like that.”

      “I’m not being like anything. I am simply telling Jayell that I would support her in whatever she chooses.”

      “I hope that you encourage her to choose to return and further her training.”

      “Thank you, Azithan,” Fes said.

      Azithan nodded. “Be safe on your travels. And please, Fezarn, do not interfere with the envoy.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      Azithan frowned at him. “Why do I get the sense that you will cause problems?”

      Fes just shrugged. “Azithan, you know that I wouldn’t do anything to harm the empire.”

      “On the contrary. You have shown me that you will do anything to ensure the safety of the Deshazl—and the dragons. I pray that whatever you’re up to does not lead you into greater conflict.”

      Fes thought of the attack on the dragon in the north and couldn’t help but hope for the same thing.
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      The air was surprisingly cold, and though Fes had the heat of the dragon to provide a sense of warmth, it didn’t eliminate the overall chill in the air. He clung to the back of the dragon as they rode, soaring across the ocean, the massive wings beating against the air carrying them faster and farther than the nearby green dragon could. Jayell added a hint of a fire mage spell to boost the smaller dragon, giving him an opportunity to keep up. Otherwise, he simply wasn’t strong enough to keep pace with the elder dragon.

      When they reached the outskirts of Javoor, the landscape quickly changed. They stayed off to the western edge, wanting to avoid the dangers from the Damhur, and Fes knew that by skirting to the west, they could completely avoid them, though in the month since he’d been here, it was possible that much had changed and that the Damhur had pushed further and further west. Every so often, he leaned over the side of the dragon, looking toward the ground, searching for any sign of movement. It wasn’t until they reached the outskirts of the forest that he began to relax, knowing that there was protection within the trees.

      “Did you really think that the Damhur would have moved so far by now?” Jayell asked, leaning toward him and wrapping her arms around his waist.

      Fes glanced over his shoulder. “I wasn’t sure. It’s possible that they might have decided to attack, wanting to consolidate their power before they had to deal with the empire.”

      “Even if they decided to attack, there would be only so much that they would be able to do. Now that they can’t Call some of the Deshazl, it’s—”

      “The Deshazl haven’t all tested themselves,” Fes said, turning his attention back to the sky in front of him. Many of the Deshazl feared doing so. There was good reason for their fear, and Fes didn’t blame them for it. They dreaded the possibility that they might be not only injured by risking themselves with the Asharn or in the Dragon’s Eye, but it was possible that they could die.

      There was something to that possibility that troubled Fes. There had to be a reason that the ancient people had wanted places like the Dragon’s Eye and the Asharn, drawing that power up through the earth, using it to help them become something more than what they were otherwise. As far as Fes could tell, that power had a sacred quality to it, and with that, they had been able to do something—and be something—that they hadn’t been able to otherwise.

      They continued to fly in silence, and as they went, Fes looked over the side of the dragon every so often, watching as the forest changed over to the rockier landscape, all leading up toward the massive valley that split this part of the world, dividing the forest section of Javoor from the mountainous region of the Dragon’s Eye.

      “Why don’t we land where we did the last time,” Fes said.

      The dragon descended, hurtling toward the earth. Fes no longer feared the descent as he once had. There had been a time when traveling with the dragon had been terrifying, and landing as the dragon often did was equally frightening, but that had all changed the longer that they traveled together.

      When they landed, Fes hopped off, standing in a clearing with the distant forest in view. Even without approaching, he recognized the forest, having attempted to make his way through there. It would have been easier to fly with the dragon toward the forest, but doing so would have made it so that he wouldn’t get a chance to look at the trees, to see if there was anything more that he might be able to uncover.

      “Why here?”

      Fes glanced at the elder dragon. “Before I found you, the dragon brought me north.”

      “And?”

      Fes took a deep breath. “And we encountered something worrisome.” As he looked toward the distant forest, he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps there wasn’t more than just a similarity between them. It had to be something that tied them together. The only problem was that if it was the same, why was it that they were found in such disparate locations? That troubled him more than it probably should.

      As he told Jayell about their encounter, her face took on an ever-deepening frown.

      “There have been no stories of people in the north,” she said.

      “That was my concern. I asked Jaken about it, too, and he said that there shouldn’t be anything there. The empire has tried sending soldiers through, but we haven’t come across anyone.”

      “The mountains are impenetrable. As far as we knew, the dragon plains were impenetrable, Fes. The fact that there is something—and someones—beyond the mountains—”

      “That’s just it. It’s not that there are others beyond the mountains. They’re in the middle of the mountains.”

      She frowned, and he understood the reason for her concern. There was much about it that just didn’t make sense, not the least of which was the fact that they seemed to have an understanding of how to face a dragon.

      “That’s why you wanted to come here?”

      “I wanted to come here because the trunk they used on the dragon reminded me of these trees.”

      Fes started toward the forest with Jayell keeping pace. The dragon followed, but he did so at a more leisurely pace, one that left Fes wondering if it was more about the dragon’s uncertainty or whether it had more to do with irritation over what had happened to them. Every so often, Fes would catch a hint of the memory that fluttered through the dragon’s mind. It seemed to him that the dragon wanted to shield that from him, but when they were as close as they were, it was increasingly difficult for the dragon to be able to conceal anything.

      When he reached the nearest tree, the strange striations of color along the bark drawing his eye, Fes ran his hand along the surface. There was something unnatural about the tree, and despite the fact that they had come through here once before, he still couldn’t shake the uncertainty that he had known that first time.

      “I don’t have much memory of when they dragged me through here,” Jayell said.

      “Why is that?”

      She shrugged, stepping into the shadows of the forest. Fes followed, and the moment that he crossed into the shadows around him, something about the forest itself seemed to swallow him. There was a weight all around him that demanded he pay attention to it.

      “For one, they covered my eyes, but I think they used some sort of magic to prevent me from being able to listen to them as well. On the other hand, it might be nothing more than my own nerves. I was anxious as they brought me through the forest and feared that I needed to figure out a way to escape. I was trying to use my magic, but it wasn’t working.”

      “Well, they are descended from the Deshazl.”

      “I know that now, but at the time…”

      He continued to make his way into the forest, and within a few dozen feet, the spongy forest floor started to suck at his boots. Each step became difficult to take, and he swung on one of the vines hanging from the trees, using it to spin around the trunk to come face to face with Jayell once again.

      “That’s how you came after me?”

      “That’s how I tried to come after you,” Fes said. “It would’ve been easier had Arudis been able to travel with me like this.”

      “I can only imagine how she managed to make it through here.”

      “Not well, if that’s what you’re imagining.”

      “I imagine that she tried.”

      “She tried, but she did so only because I forced her. Were it up to her, she wouldn’t have done anything.” She feared the Damhur. That surprised Fes, given everything that she’d been through. She had lived so much of her life fighting the Damhur, and he would have expected that if anyone would continue to want to oppose the Damhur, it would be Arudis. Instead, he had the sense that she would have preferred to have remained within the empire, ignoring the attack and doing nothing about the people who had been carried off.

      That wasn’t fair of him. Arudis was the reason he was safe. Had she done nothing, he would have ended up a captive of the Damhur as well. She had protected him, offering him an opportunity and an escape. He had learned about his abilities, and he had been able to use those abilities to help protect others like them.

      And now she was here. She had remained behind, wanting to learn about what the Dragon’s Eye had shown her, giving her an opportunity to see the connections between her people.

      Pausing in front of the nearest tree, Fes ran his hand along its surface. He needed to better understand it. He was certain that there was something to this that he could understand, but in order to do so, he would need to focus. Sending a connection to his Deshazl magic outward, he attempted to probe the tree. The sense of it came to him, though it did so slowly. At first, it seemed almost as if the tree itself tried to resist his magic, the same way that the fire mages had a way of resisting his magic, but the more that he pushed, the more he was able to get a sense from the tree and of the tree.

      It couldn’t be coincidence that it was like that. Given what he suspected of this place, the way that both of their peoples had worked together, combining their magics, he suspected that there was something about both elements of magic worked into the creations.

      Jayell joined him, placing one hand on the tree, pulling on a sense of power. With a gasp, she stumbled back.

      “What is it?”

      He helped her to her feet and she looked at her hand, shaking her head. “I don’t know. I was trying to see what was that you were learning about the tree, but I didn’t come up with anything. All I felt was—”

      “Resistance.”

      She tore her gaze away from her hand, looking over to meet his eyes. “Yes. It’s almost as if it was actively working against my magic.”

      “Maybe it was,” he said.

      “How?”

      Fes shrugged. “I don’t really know. It wasn’t until we were all the way through the forest that I began to suspect that the trees weren’t really alive.”

      “What do you mean that they aren’t alive?”

      “Feel them. Not with your magic, but with your senses.”

      Jayell began to circle the tree, running her hand along the surface of the trunk. Her eyes were closed as she did, her mouth pressed tightly together. He watched her, enjoying the quiet within the forest, thinking that were there the opportunity, he would prefer to be able to stay here a little longer. Instead, there was this sense of urgency that came from his need to prevent a greater catastrophe.

      It was even possible that he wouldn’t be able to do anything. With the empire working to try for a more diplomatic approach, his role might be mitigated as it was. He wanted to believe that there would be a role for diplomacy, that the envoy sent by the empire would be effective, and yet he struggled to believe anything like that was possible when it came to the Damhur.

      “There is a sense here, but it’s strange.”

      “What do you detect?” he asked.

      When he attempted to detect anything from the tree itself, there was little more than a faint trace of it. It was almost as if he imagined the sense of life within the tree, though he knew that he did not. It had been fabricated, created by the combined energies of the people who had created it, and it was only because of their combined powers that there was anything about it that he could detect it.

      “What if we he tried cutting into the tree?”

      Fes shook his head. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      “If this isn’t alive, would it matter?”

      “I don’t know. All I know is that this has been here a long time.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because it has been here since before the Damhur and the Deshazl separated.” Turning behind him, he looked through the distant forest, straining to see if there was any sign of the dragon, but he had remained in the clearing outside. Fes could feel how the dragon crouched at the edge of the forest, watching through the trees, but he remained there, unwilling to go any further. Why would that be?

      He took Jayell’s hand, and she frowned at him for a moment as he guided her back out through the trees to stand before the dragon. Once there, he found the great beast leaning forward, propped with his wings supporting his weight, head lowered so that he could look through the trees.

      “What is it that you’re not telling me?”

      A surge of power flowed through him, much like it had when they had been flying through the north. As it did, Fes blinked and his vision shifted. With it came the ability to see through the dragon’s eyes, and when he did, the striations of color, the markers of heat all around him, signaled that there were various things everywhere. Heat came from Jayell and from Fes, distinctively brighter than elsewhere. The ground had its own heat signature, and it glowed a softer shade. When it came to the forest, there was nothing clear. It was almost as if the structure of the trees was made so that it would obscure the dragon’s ability to see.

      The power retreated, and as it did, Fes’s vision return to his own and he looked back at the trees. Once again, they were there, their impressive trunks rising high overhead, creating shadows within them.

      “I don’t understand why that would be like that?”

      “Why would it be like what?” Jayell asked.

      “The dragon allowed me to see through his eyes. The trees are obscured.”

      “The dragon can let you see through his eyes?”

      “From the way it feels, it takes considerable power for him to do so.”

      “It does,” the dragon rumbled.

      “And it’s a strange thing for me, as well. The dragon sees in colors, though they are not my colors. It’s like heat. When it comes to seeing the forest, there’s something about the trees that makes it difficult for the dragon to see much of anything.”

      “Can the dragon see through your eyes?”

      Fes frowned. He hadn’t considered it, but why wouldn’t it be possible?

      “Can I connect you to my eyesight the same way that you connected me to yours?”

      “If you want me to see nothing.”

      “Can we try it?”

      The dragon huffed and Fes sent a surge of power through him, to the dragon, and as he did, he stared at the trees. He wasn’t sure if it would even be effective, but he thought that he needed to try. As he stared, as he watched the forest, the dragon began to move forward. It was slow at first, but he continued creeping forward, taking one step after another until he reached the edge of the forest, where he stopped. The dragon lowered his head, peering at the trees as if he were seeing through his own eyes.

      And maybe he was.

      When Fes was able to see through the dragon’s eyes, there was still the distinct sensation that he had not shut off his own vision. It was merely added to what Fes could already see. Maybe it was the same for the dragon.

      The longer that he held on, the weaker he felt. He grew tired holding on to the connection to his magic, and as he released it, he thought he understood why. Normally when he was around the dragon, he was drawing power from him, rather than sending power toward him. With as large—and powerful—as the dragon was, the dragon could continue to pull on magic from Fes, drawing more and more out of him, draining him.

      “Did it work?” he asked.

      “They are magnificent,” the dragon rumbled.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know, but the colors within them are beautiful.”

      “Colors?” Jayell turned to the nearest tree. From a distance, the trees were black, though Fes knew that the closer he got, the striations within them became more evident. “I don’t see any colors.”

      “They are subtle, at least for me,” Fes said.

      Jayell turned toward him. “You can see the colors, too?”

      “Probably not the same way that the dragon did, but I see colors there.”

      And if there were colors, there had to be a reason that the trees were obscured from the dragons. Why, though?

      More than that, why would the forest surround the Dragon’s Eye, almost as if it were meant to hide it? It didn’t hide it from the dragon, who could fly overhead and see the distant city.

      He had questions, and he knew of only one place to go for the answers that he sought.

      Heading toward the dragon, he climbed onto the elder dragon’s back. Fes reached out a hand to Jayell, guiding her up as well.

      “I think it’s time that you share your name,” Fes said. “I don’t even know what to call you.”

      “Only because you have never asked.”

      “That’s the reason you never told me?”

      “There are other reasons, but that is one that matters.”

      “Do you intend to share it now?”

      “It depends on how you will use it.”

      “Why?” Fes asked, leaning over the side of the dragon and smiling.

      “There was a time when dragons shared their names openly, but doing so weakened them to those that they shared with.”

      “Why would it weaken them?”

      “Only because there were those who thought names gave power.”

      “Don’t they?”

      “Perhaps to those who believe they grant possessiveness, but names are nothing more than a word. Think of your own name. You use a shortened form when the longer version has much greater connotations.”

      Fes studied the dragon. He didn’t think that this dragon was the elder dragon named Fezarn, but it had left him wondering if that were possible. Could that be the reason the elder dragon had never shared his name?

      “When I was younger, people used to tease me about my name. The streets of Anuhr could be dangerous, and I chose Fes as an easier way of blending in.”

      “You chose to blend rather than stand out.”

      “Not all of us are dragons,” he said.

      The dragon snorted. “You are as much a dragon as me, Fezarn.”

      They took to the air, the dragon flapping his enormous wings, catching the wind, and circling as they flew higher and higher.

      “Are you going to share with me your name?”

      “You may call me Larshon.”

      The dragon said the word in such a way that it had a hint of power to it. Despite what the dragon said and claimed, Fes couldn’t help but believe that the name, and therefore the word, had power. “What does Larshon mean?”

      “There is a language long ago that used it. It means something akin to fire burning on water.”

      “That’s a strange name.”

      “So is Fezarn.”

      He chuckled, leaning back and hanging on to the dragon’s back. Jayell gripped him, wrapping her arms around his waist, squeezing so that she didn’t fall. They streaked over the forest, and it didn’t take long until the city came into view. From the sky, it was a unique sight. When he had first reached it, he’d come by land, barely managing to navigate through the trees. Had the Deshazl not brought them out of the forest, it was possible that Fes would have been stuck within it, and now that he understood that the dragon couldn’t easily see through the trees, he realized just how dangerous that had been. At the time, he had thought that he was safe making his way through the forest, that there wasn’t any danger, but the dragon would not have been able to get to him.

      Larshon guided them toward the Dragon’s Eye, cruising over the ancient part of the city. From the sky, the rounded buildings took on a strange appearance, their surfaces glittering, looking almost like scales, reminding him of the dragon-scale armor and cloaks that the people of the city wore. They reached the shores of the Dragon’s Eye, with the dragon settling down to the ground. As they did, a cry caught his attention.

      Three dragons swirling overhead caught his eye, and the moment he and Jayell jumped from the dragon’s back, Larshon took to the air, heading toward them.

      “They are magnificent,” Jayell whispered. “It’s strange that they only fly so freely here.”

      “I don’t think it strange at all. I think they can’t fly freely anywhere else. At least here, in these lands and so close to the Dragon’s Eye, they feel as if they can’t be Called. It will take time for them to be more comfortable and confident in the likelihood of their survival.”

      The one thing that he had learned and learned well was that the dragons had felt the passage of time while stored within the dragonglass sculptures. Fes couldn’t fathom the torment they must’ve known, waiting for someone to release them. All because they had wanted to survive, to thrive, to return at a time when they could be allowed to live.

      “Where is everyone else?”

      They had landed on the shores of the newer part of the city, in a place where the people of Thoras had brought the Damhur. At the time, there hadn’t been anyone else in the city besides Jayell, and even now, there weren’t many people, though some of the Asharn had traveled to the Dragon’s Eye, curious about this power, wanting to know if it was similar to the Asharn. Now that he was here, he wondered where they had gone.

      “Maybe they are all within the city itself.”

      He headed toward the older part of the city, the part that still looked exotic to him, something about it that practically demanded that he stare. As they neared it, he slowed, watching the street and looking for activity. Despite the fact that it wasn’t very late, there wasn’t any activity along the streets.

      Fes turned his attention back to the sky, reaching through his dragon bond, straining to try to call to Larshon, but the dragon had moved far enough away that all Fes felt was a sense of satisfaction at being back with other dragons.

      Pulling on his Deshazl ability, Fes wrapped it around him, cautious about what might be out there. Jayell frowned at him. Could she be aware of him using his magic? She never had been before, but then, she had been training with Azithan on a daily basis, her own abilities quickly expanding to the point where Fes had no idea just how capable she was any longer.

      “What is it?” she whispered.

      “I don’t know. There’s something off.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Where is everyone?”

      “Maybe they have all traveled to the Asharn city.”

      That was possible, but when he had been here, he had met some who would refuse to leave. Fes hadn’t seen everyone within the city, and didn’t even know how large a population it had, but those he had seen had been devoted to their people, wanting to remain.

      “I don’t think that’s it.”

      “If there were a problem, the dragons would have alerted you.”

      That was true enough. There were enough dragons moving through here that they would have some way of alerting him. The fact that there was no alarm raised should reassure him—only, it didn’t.

      He unsheathed his sword. There was a hint of foolishness as he started to do so, and he jammed it back into his sheath before reaching for his dragonglass dagger. He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly as he ran his thumb along the smooth surface. At least with the dagger, he wouldn’t look nearly as violent, but he would still have some preparation.

      Winding through the city, he paused. He didn’t remember much about the city itself. When he had come, he had been guided by Jesla and Chornan, taken through the city for a meeting with its leaders. Where was that building?

      It was near the center, of that Fes felt certain, but now that he was within the city itself, he wasn’t sure where he was heading, and it felt almost as if he were wandering aimlessly.

      It was the same sense he had when he’d been in the forest.

      He froze. That couldn’t be coincidental. The fact that the forest had distracted him and nearly redirected him the same way as the city itself did felt like something more than chance. That had to be tied to whatever magic this place had, whatever power had been poured into its making.

      Could he overpower that?

      The Deshazl were able to navigate through it.

      Focusing on his own Deshazl magic, he let it trickle out from him. It flowed slowly, reaching a resistance that reminded him of when he had used his magic on the trees, and he pushed a little harder, using that to override the power that was here. As he did, he began to realize what he was searching for.

      The sense of the massive building called to him. It was enormous, and there was significant strength within it, and all he had to do was go to it.

      Fes dragged Jayell with him. As he went, buildings streaked by, and he ignored the colors flowing from them. Most of the buildings carried the same striations that the forest did, though rather than striations along the surface of the trunks, this came from striations built into the scales, the way that they caught the light, glittering and reflecting it, practically glowing with power.

      He slowed as he neared the building. It rose higher than the others, and he should have been able to see it from a distance, but it wasn’t until he neared that it became evident.

      Jayell gasped. “How is it that I didn’t see that before?”

      “They have some way of hiding it,” Fes said.

      “How?”

      “Probably the same way that the trees within the forest are hidden from the dragon.”

      Approaching the building, Fes looked for activity. This was a place of power to the people of the city and entering here could put him at odds with them, something that he was hesitant to do. He didn’t know them well, and he had forced his way into their world enough times that he wanted to be cognizant of the fact that they might resent his appearance. He had forced them to help, and while they were Deshazl, they also had made different choices than the Deshazl who lived in the forest as Asharn.

      There was power within the building.

      It radiated outward, flowing toward Fes, and he stood there, listening to the sense of that power for a moment before turning to Jayell. “Something is off here, but I don’t know quite what it is.”

      Power bloomed from her, but it was far more controlled than it had been before. It swirled around her, barely pulsing out from the edge of her skin, and she nodded to him. “I’m ready,” she said.

      Fes pushed open the door, not sure what he might find.

      There was resistance.

      He continued to push, forcing his way into the room, sending more and more power through him.

      It wouldn’t budge.

      “What is it?” Jayell asked.

      “I don’t know. They’ve somehow sealed off the door.” He could draw power from the dragon, and he considered calling on that power, but seeing as how distant the dragon still seemed, he wasn’t sure how effective that would be from where he was. It was possible that any attempt to use the dragon’s power would fail him, just as it was possible that there was no real need to force his way in. As far as he knew, there was no reason to be concerned. There might not be anything taking place more sinister than a meeting of the city leaders, the same sort of meeting he had participated in when he had first come to this city.

      And yet, he couldn’t shake the sense that he needed to get inside. There was something taking place, but he didn’t know what it was.

      “What if we work together?” Jayell asked.

      He nodded and she pushed on the door, joining him. Her power flowed outward, mixing with his. It was a strange sensation, and in some ways, it reminded him of the way the Damhur used the Deshazl, mixing their two magics together, creating something that wasn’t possible otherwise.

      As they held onto their power, each of them pushing through their own magic, Fes found himself calling to the dragons, using power as he did, and finally, combined with Jayell, the door sprung open.

      When it did, he stood framed in the doorway for a moment.

      Power washed over him, pouring outward, coming from inside the room, and it was the kind of power that he recognized.

      His breath caught as he looked around.

      “What is it?” Jayell asked, pushing behind him.

      “It’s… empty.”

      Power burst from Jayell, washing away from her in a steady sweep of heat and magic. Fes had known a spell like that before and recognized that she used it to help her determine if anyone was nearby. There was no attempt at subtlety within it, as if she didn’t want to make the effort subtle at all.

      “There,” she whispered, pointing in the corner.

      Fes stared and it took a moment to see a figure draped in a dragon-scale cloak sitting along one wall. Gray hair was the only thing visible.

      “Arudis?”

      He approached slowly, carefully, and the other woman looked up as he did. It had been a while since he’d seen her, and in that time, she had seemed to age considerably. Lines at the corners of her eyes had always been there, but seemed even more impressive now than they had been before. A strange hum of energy radiated from her and left his skin tingling.

      “Fezarn,” she breathed out. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

      “You summoned me?”

      She shook her head. “It wasn’t me, but you’re needed.”

      “Where?”

      “Where they first found us.”

      He shared a glance with Jayell. Hadn’t they just come from there?

      “Why?”

      “The Deshazl are meeting.”

      “All of them?”

      Arudis nodded. “All. Including the Asharn.”

      “They don’t need me, then.” When he’d left, he had wanted nothing more than to convince the Asharn and the Deshazl of Thoras to meet. That it had taken until now bothered him, but old disagreements took time to resolve.

      “They do, because the Damhur will be there, too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Fes looked around the inside of the tent set up in the clearing outside the forest. It wasn’t quite where they’d met the Deshazl before, but close enough that he should have seen it when coming through here. As he stared, he took in the row of Damhur, struggling with why they were here. He held onto his power, leaving the Deshazl magic wrapped around himself in a barrier, but he resisted the urge to explode it out from him—along with the urge to attack. He’d been harmed by the Damhur enough that he feared them being allowed to Call, but at the same time, he doubted that they would have been able to easily Call the Deshazl from here. His people had power, and they were capable with it. The Dragon’s Eye had made it so they wouldn’t have to fear being Called, even though fear was their tradition when it came to the Damhur. Maybe it was time for that tradition to be cast aside.

      All eyes turned in his direction the moment they arrived.

      Had they been waiting for him?

      “Who are you?” This came from a tall, thin man with a thick beard that lined his angular face. He had a sharp nose and a sharp forehead. He was dressed like the Damhur usually were, his blue velvet cloak hanging from his shoulders and a dragon bone sword strapped to his side. The ivory hilt was just visible from underneath his cloak.

      “Why are you here?”

      “Because we invited them,” a familiar voice from the back of the room called.

      Fes leaned off to the side, and as he did, he saw Chornan. The man was large, muscular, and he was dressed in his dragon-scale cloak, the same cloak Fes carried with him. It was impervious to attack, impenetrable by even dragonglass. Next to him were others Fes had seen within this place before, but there was no sign of Jesla.

      What had happened to her?

      She was a spiritual leader of sorts for the people here. He wouldn’t expect them to be meeting with the Damhur without her, but at the same time, Jesla didn’t see herself as a leader. She saw herself as someone who helped connect her people.

      “What is this, Chornan?”

      “This is diplomacy, Fezarn.”

      At the mention of his name, the thin Damhur stiffened, looking over at Fes with sudden interest. The subtle sense of a Calling drifted from him, and Fes fortified himself, pushing outward with his magic before turning it within himself.

      Were the other Deshazl aware of it? He couldn’t be the only one who detected the effect of the Calling—and he couldn’t be the only one who realized that the Damhur were not coming peacefully.

      “If this is diplomacy, then he wouldn’t be attempting a Calling.”

      The Damhur eased back on his attempt to Call, smiling tightly at Fes. “What makes you believe that we would attempt such a thing during diplomacy?”

      Fes ignored him, striding past him to join Chornan and the others. Five of them lined the table, but none sat. A fire crackled in a pit behind them. Food and steaming pots of liquid rested on the table, completely untouched. Whatever diplomacy was taking place here had just started, so Fes hadn’t missed anything.

      “Why would you welcome them in here?” Fes asked Chornan.

      “We have been guided to do so.”

      “Guided by who?”

      “Guided by me.”

      A person Fes hadn’t seen along the far wall stood. He turned to Jesla and realized that she had been there all along. He hurried over to her and wrapped her in a quick hug before releasing her.

      “What is this?” he whispered to her.

      “Something that I have seen,” she said.

      Jayell had joined them, and Fes was all too aware of the fact that the Damhur were watching, listening, and he ignored them, focusing on not only his connection to his Deshazl magic but any attempt of Calling to him. He erected a barrier and could feel Jayell doing the same, swirling it around them all, protecting them from possible interference by the Damhur.

      “What did you see?”

      “I saw the need for us to take action.”

      “Why?”

      “Because others are suffering.”

      He didn’t have to wonder what others she referred to. It was the Deshazl captured and Called by the Damhur. Those would have to be the others that she had seen; when she had stepped into the Dragon’s Eye, she had been given a gift that very few others had, and because of that gift, she was able to use it, could connect to the Deshazl, to see connectivity between them.

      It was the same thing Fes was able to do, the same way he was able to draw power from other Deshazl, only hers didn’t let her use that power other than connecting to them.

      “Why here?”

      “Because here is as neutral as we could make it.”

      “How did they get here?”

      “We guided them,” she said. She tapped on his arm. “Release your barrier, Fezarn. There is no reason for you to hold onto it.”

      Slowly, and with far greater reluctance than he wanted to admit, he released the barrier and felt Jayell do the same thing. When it went down, he joined Jesla along the wall, choosing to listen.

      “May we begin?” the Damhur asked.

      This was why he had felt compelled to come south.

      “You called us here, but you did not let us know that you were bringing him.”

      Chornan shook his head. “We didn’t know that he was coming.”

      “I did,” Jesla said. She stepped forward, glancing from Fes to Chornan. “I’m the reason that he is here.”

      It made sense that she would have summoned him, though why?

      “Why would you bring us all together?” the Damhur asked.

      “Because there is a need. Your people have made slaves out of our ancestors.”

      “They are not slaves. They are—”

      Fes couldn’t help himself and started forward. Power filled him, flowing through him, drawn unintentionally from the Deshazl all around him. He let it flow outward, slowly pushing it forward, trying, but unable, to ignore the fact that he was doing so.

      “If you call them animals, you will face the wrath of one such animal.”

      “Who are you?” the man asked.

      “You recognize my name. You know who I am.” Fes studied the man, looking from his dragon bone sword to his narrow face, and realized that this man must be one of the Trivent. They were powerful, but there should be no reason that they would have come here. Why would they risk themselves coming to this place, especially when there was so much at stake? “Who are you?”

      “I am surprised that you don’t recognize me, seeing as how I once knew you.”

      Fes stiffened. “What do you mean?”

      The man smiled tightly, turning his attention back to Chornan. “If this is going to be diplomacy, then why don’t we have a seat, we can talk, and then we can decide if we will allow you to return.”

      “This was not about allowing us to return,” Chornan said.

      “No? I believe the missive that I received was a request to return to Javoor.”

      Fes glanced over, looking at Jesla. Could she have claimed that? He didn’t think that she would, and doubted that she would have willingly offered them up to the others, but what if she did? It seemed too much to believe, too much to think that she would willingly sacrifice their people.

      “We must all return to Javoor,” Jesla said.

      The Damhur smiled, spreading his hands out on the table, glancing from Chornan to Jesla before his gaze drifted to Fes and lingered there for a long moment. “As we were saying. If you would like to discuss the terms of your return, we are most willing to do so, but there will be stipulations.”

      What was taking place here? Here he had feared Azithan would betray them, to negotiate a treaty on behalf of the empire, but it seemed that the Deshazl would do the same thing, and possibly to a more dangerous effect. If the Deshazl went willingly to Javoor, any negotiation that the empire might be able to attempt would be lost.

      Fes took a step back, looking over at Jesla. “You can’t do this,” he whispered.

      “You don’t understand, Fezarn. This is what I have seen.”

      “What if they want you to have seen it?”

      “That is not how my gift works. I am connected. The Dragon’s Eye has allowed me the opportunity to connect to our people. I see this is necessary.”

      “But by forcing the Deshazl back to Javoor?”

      “That is not what I saw,” she whispered.

      “Then what? Why would you let them believe that the Deshazl would come to Javoor?”

      “No. I suggested that the Damhur come to Javoor.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “The city was once known as Javoor,” she whispered.

      Fes’s breath caught, and he turned his attention to the others, to the negotiation, with renewed interest. If that was what Jesla had thought, then it was quite a bit different than what the Damhur would want. He had a hard time believing that any of the Damhur, let alone one of the Trivent, would willingly resettle in the city. There was no doubting that the city was large enough to house them, but what he wouldn’t expect would be for the people of Javoor to come here.

      As he watched the Damhur, he could tell that they had no idea that was her intent. This negotiation was not going to go well.

      “We needed to get them in the same place,” she said.

      She took a deep breath and stood, moving to the head of the table. “You are called here on behalf of the Deshazl, and on behalf of the Asharn, with the intention of discussing the terms of the Damhur return to Javoor.”

      “The Damhur have never left Javoor.”

      “On the contrary, where you are sitting is Javoor. This is a place of power. A place of our ancient people. And the Damhur are the ones who left it long ago. In doing so, you weakened not only your own people, but also ours. There is something coming that requires us to work together yet again.”

      The Damhur turned toward her, a dark smile twisting his eyes. “You would have us believe that we should come willingly to your lands?” His gaze drifted around the room. “To a place like this?” Scorn dripped from his voice. “I think not. We have known glory such as your people would never understand. You are incapable of understanding.”

      “It’s a warning,” Jesla said.

      “You call us here to threaten us?”

      “As I said, we called you here because there is the need. Javoor must be reunited once again.”

      Jesla leaned on the table, her gaze drifting down one side and then the other, taking in the people of her land before turning to the Damhur. Lastly, she turned to look at Fes and then Jayell. There was something in her gaze, a promise, and he realized that she meant that not only should her people and the Damhur be reunited, but also the empire.

      What was this about?

      If she had needed the empire, why not summon the emperor or Azithan? With her Deshazl connection, she should be able to reach across the sea, the same way that she reached Fes, and draw the emperor out. She wouldn’t have had to focus only on Fes.

      What had she seen?

      And where were the Asharn?

      If this was about reuniting the Deshazl and the Damhur against some dangerous threat, the Asharn had to be a part of it.

      “You called us here to speak of something that your priest has seen?” The Damhur looked at Chornan, the disgust on his face far too clear. The Damhur did nothing to disguise it, and at the same time, Fes looked at the Damhur in much the same way, feeling an equal share of disgust. “We would not have come had we known that was your reason. We believe that you had called us here because of an interest in returning to Javoor. If this was your way of trying to draw us here to betray us, you will find that we will not be so easily defeated.”

      Power burst from him, and it was mixed with a Calling, but more than that, there came a sense of Deshazl magic.

      How was it that the Damhur was able to summon Deshazl magic? As far as Fes knew, he shouldn’t be able to do so, and yet it wasn’t the first time that he had encountered one of the Damhur who seemed capable of mixing magic in such a way.

      Fes hurriedly slammed the barrier around the Damhur, nodding to Jayell. She followed, rapidly throwing up a barrier of her own. Combined, the two of them held the Damhur. Fes breathed out, feeling a sense of relief at the fact that they had managed to stop him before he did something to get the upper hand.

      Jesla was watching him. “Release it,” she whispered.

      “Release it? You understand what he was going to do.”

      “I understand what you think he was going to do, but we don’t know that he would have. You need to release it.”

      “Jesla, this is one of the Trivent.”

      “Not just one of the Trivent. This is Valenahr O’tar.” When Fes looked at her with a blank expression on his eyes, she smiled slowly. “If you had remained in Javoor, it’s a name you would never have forgotten. Valenahr is the head of the Trivent.”

      Not just one of the Trivent then. He was a Damhur of incredible power, and Fes had just attacked him. They had come here for diplomacy, and now Fes would be the one who would disrupt it. That wasn’t what he had wanted at all. He had wanted to stop them, but with one of the heads of the Trivent here before him, couldn’t he? All it would take would be a quick slip of his blade. He could jam it into the man’s belly, cut him down before he had a chance to react, and end the war. Once the Trivent were removed, any dangers to the rest of the Deshazl would be removed.

      Fes blinked. Those weren’t his thoughts.

      He recognized them as foreign, just as he recognized the subtle influence that had been there.

      Had he not had experience in facing impressive Damhur who had attempted to Call him, he wasn’t sure that he would have recognized it this time, but as it was, he had known it before, just as he had known Damhur who had thought to Call him, using subtle touch to convince him.

      Why convince him to attack?

      The only reason would be that Valenahr knew that Fes couldn’t harm him.

      Why would that be?

      That only couldn’t he harm him, but this man, this Damhur, had power that combined both elements of the Damhur and the Deshazl. The only way that he would be able to do that would be if he were either using the Deshazl who were here, or he had one of the Deshazl with him. As Fes looked around, he couldn’t make out whether or not that were the case. It was possible that there were Damhur Deshazl here and he wouldn’t even know it. They could be dressed to appear no different than the other Damhur, but if that were the case, then why? Why risk them in a place like this, in a place where there were so many other Deshazl, and in a place where they had proven that they had an interest in separating those Deshazl with considerable power, giving them the opportunity to step into the Dragon’s Eye?

      There was another possibility, and it was one that he hadn’t fully considered before.

      What if Valenahr could use both Damhur and Deshazl magic?

      He stared at the man, wondering if that were the case.

      Fes released his hold over the barrier, releasing his connection to Valenahr, and as he stepped back, clasping his hands behind his back, a part of him worried that if he did not, he might do something that he would regret. Valenahr watched him, an arrogant look on his face, but it was mixed with something else. Could that be disappointment?

      Fes had a hard time believing that Valenahr would have wanted Fes to attack, but there was an expression on his face that spoke of a certain interest in goading him to do so.

      “Jesla, what is this about?” he whispered.

      Power burst from her.

      Fes had known that Jesla was powerful and that with her ability to connect to the Deshazl, she had considerable magic, but what he felt from her now was unlike what he would’ve expected. It wasn’t just the way the power swirled around her seemed to touch on each of the Deshazl in the room—including Valenahr, Fes couldn’t help but notice. It even touched on the Damhur who were with Valenahr. With that touch, everyone froze.

      Even Fes froze. An image formed in his mind. At first, it was a soft glowing light, and it reminded him somewhat of the dragon as it had allowed Fes to connect to its vision, the way that the light seemed to shift, changes in color that were related to gradations and heat. Then it resolved, slowly forming the image of not just the Deshazl all around them, sparks of light that were concentrated here in the city, but Deshazl in the Asharn city, along with those within Javoor. Beyond that, there came a fainter connection of lights, and he could feel Jesla straining as she pushed that image outward, wanting others to grasp at it, but he recognized the strain that it put on her. Fes sent his own magic into her, granting her the ability to borrow from him—and the other Deshazl around them. As he did, power surged within the room. Somewhere, someone gasped. The image solidified. A sense of thanks drifted from Jesla, an emotion that he should not have been aware of, but through this interconnectivity, he was. It was similar to what he felt coming from the dragon, and he knew that couldn’t be a coincidence.

      The glowing light began to resolve even more, coming from the empire, and there were thousands upon thousands of faint lights there. None of them were nearly as bright as what he saw here, and he knew that was because the Deshazl connection in the empire had faded over time, diluted.

      As the image persisted, a shadow began to form. Fes couldn’t describe it any differently other than that he could see it quite clearly, could feel the effect of the Damhur, and wanted to resist. There was a desire to hold back, to run, and he feared that if he did nothing, this shadow would overwhelm him.

      It flickered before fading into nothingness.

      Jesla sank back, but Fes was there, grabbing for her elbow and propping her up. She looked up at him with thanks in her eyes.

      The room was silent for long moments. After a while, Valenahr started to laugh.

      “What is this?” he demanded. “You call us here, and then you force us with images? You show us glowing lights that fade? I knew that your kind of magic was weak, but I never would’ve realized that she would have attempted to resort to such tricks to try to force a conversation.” He turned his attention to Fes before looking at Jesla. “If you return with us to Javoor, your impertinence will be overlooked, but if not, when you are trained, I can promise you that it will be most unpleasant.”

      No one spoke. Fes could tell that the other Deshazl didn’t know what to say. They might not understand the full implication of what Jesla had shown them, but they grasped that there was some significance to it. Fes didn’t even understand the full significance, though he did recognize that power had flowed through here, and more than that, that power had demanded that they see what was coming.

      “You can’t even speak after using your power? Perhaps we should show—”

      A Calling began, and Fes jumped to his feet, once again wrapping Valenahr in a barrier. Jayell was just behind him, and she used her power, power that had not been affected by the image, and sealed him inside. This time, Valenahr fought. He was strong. Fes could feel the effect of his Calling, and could feel the way that he directed his Deshazl magic, but also the way that he attempted to twist fire mage magic, trying to turn what Jayell performed against her.

      If it had been a month ago, no longer than that, it might have worked. As it was, Jayell had been training, learning to control her magic, and she pressed her spell inward, power surging from her unlike anything that Fes had detected previously.

      He stepped through his barrier, standing in front of Valenahr. “You wanted me to feel your Calling. Why?”

      “You cannot succeed here, Fezarn.” He spoke Fes’s name almost possessively. “You should not even be here, Fezarn.”

      “No? And where should I be?”

      “In Javoor. You should never have managed to escape.”

      “You can blame my parents for that.”

      “Oh, I am well aware of that. Your parents managed to escape me, as did you, but even in their death, they failed to protect you from me indefinitely.”

      It took a moment for the words to sink in.

      Valenahr had known his parents.

      Valenahr had known Fes.

      Fes had never spent much time wondering about who he was or where he had come from. None of that had really mattered; all that had mattered was staying alive. It shouldn’t have been a difficult thing within Anuhr, the city within the empire, and yet even within Anuhr, there were dangerous places, and Fes had struggled much of his life to survive. Learning that he had come from someplace else, that he was someone else, had given him a renewed insight into himself, but it still had not explained anything about who his parents were or why they had ventured across the sea. He knew they had run from Javoor, that they had escaped the Deshazl captivity, and was thankful for the fact that they were willing to risk themselves on such a dangerous venture, allowing Fes a freedom he wouldn’t have had otherwise. Had he been raised in Javoor, he would never have known anything about the dragons. He never would have been responsible for helping free them. And it was possible that the dragons would have been Called, tormented, and the empire ultimately overthrown.

      All it had taken was for his parents to escape.

      And Valenahr had known them.

      The Damhur watched him, seeming to understand and recognize the spark within Fes. It was more than a spark that flowed up within him, it was a surge of anger and rage, hatred at the Damhur. It was power. Deshazl power. All he had to do was embrace it, and when he did, he could use it, throw that power against the Damhur, cut down Valenahr, and they would be freed of his influence.

      Fes suppressed that urge. He recognized it all too well. He had known that sensation before, and he remembered the way that it used to overwhelm him, consuming his mind and his thoughts to the point where he lost himself. Now that he knew that it represented his Deshazl side, he was better able to suppress it, but that didn’t make it any easier.

      More than that, he recognized the subtle touch of the Calling.

      Even though he had not only been within the Dragon’s Eye, but he had tasted the Asharn, he still felt the effect of the Calling. The only difference now was that he was aware of it, and once aware of it, he was better able to ignore it.

      “My parents got away from you,” Fes said.

      “They did, and yet they couldn’t keep you away from me. Do you see the delicious irony in that? I can tell you that I certainly do. Everything that they risked, they did to protect you, and yet they could not even keep you from me throughout your entire life.” Valenahr smiled at him.

      Fes held the other man’s gaze, forcing him to meet his eyes. The rest of the Deshazl around him were coming around, and magic surged within the room. Even Jesla had managed a second wave of strength, and now she was watching him. He shifted his barrier, wanting her to listen, not wanting to conceal their conversation from her.

      “You are the one who thought to raise a dragon first.”

      Valenahr’s face darkened. It was the first time Fes had seen real irritation out of the man. “They managed to keep that creature from me for a little while, but I will have him back.”

      “You won’t. The dragons are safe, beyond anyplace you can even reach. They can’t be Called any longer. You can try, but you don’t have enough strength to Call dragons who are protected the way that they are.”

      “No?” Valenahr smiled at him. “Tell me, Fezarn,” he said, once again saying Fes’s name with a possessiveness that Fes hated. It reminded him of the worst parts of the life he had led when he had been on the streets of Anuhr. Horus had treated him in such a way, claiming him, but Fes was determined to ignore that. “How is it that you feel the effect of my Calling if you are so protected?”

      Fes frowned, staring at Valenahr. It was something that he should have considered before speaking. He had thought that his awareness of the Calling, and recognizing that it was there, meant that he was protected, but what if it didn’t? What if there was something else to it?

      No. He couldn’t allow himself to be convinced by one of the Damhur that he was not safe. He had not only stepped in the Dragon’s Eye, but he had tasted the Asharn. He was safe.

      The dragons were safe. There was nothing the Damhur could do to Call him. Others had tried—others who had significant power. None of them had succeeded.

      Could there be something different about Valenahr?

      He was the head of the Trivent, which meant that he had considerable power, and it was possible that the type of power he had was enough to overpower even Fes’s ability to ignore it. It was possible that he had learned something, perhaps had been born with some power, that allowed him to ignore the connection Fes had forged to the ancient powers.

      “If you keep trying to Call me, you will find my sword in your belly.”

      “I think you’ll find it far more difficult than you believe,” Valenahr said.

      Fes glared at him. “Try me.”

      Valenahr continued to meet his gaze, the wide grin on his face terrifying. He knew something, and it was the kind of thing that Fes knew well enough to fear.

      “Did you come here just to prove that you could still Call those who had stepped in the Dragon’s Eye?”

      “I’ll admit that I was curious. Reports about the great Fezarn had been coming to us for some time. After you managed to destroy Elsanelle, I recognized that you were perhaps a greater challenge than most had been willing to admit. And then there was your connection to the dragons. Ah, Fezarn, how you are so like your namesake.”

      “Stop.”

      “Do you realize that I was the one who suggested your name to your parents? They thought it was too bold, and they believed that it was a sense of arrogance, for at the time they were well trained. I’m not sure what happened and who managed to get to them, freeing them from their training, but unfortunately, we weren’t able to leash them again. You, on the other hand, are now standing before me, ready to receive the training that I can offer.”

      “Stop.”

      “Why fear it? Do you not understand that you come from a great line of those who have recognized to their power, embracing their connection within the Damhur, serving Javoor willingly.”

      “Never willingly,” Fes said.

      “Only because you don’t understand. It was always willingly. How much of a touch do you think is required to hold on to the training?”

      “I’ve felt that touch before.”

      “You felt the touch when the training begins to fail. And yet, you have also seen those who have embraced their training, willingly accepting what we have asked of them. Do you think that we must control all of them?”

      Fes frowned. He knew that it wasn’t necessary. There wasn’t a constant Calling sent to control those who traveled with the Damhur, and though he had never really understood how—or why—he also didn’t care. It didn’t matter to him. All that mattered was that he free the Deshazl from anything the Damhur might do to them.

      “The Dragon’s Eye protects the Deshazl. And I know the Asharn aren’t able to be coerced into acting.”

      “The Asharn,” he said, his face wrinkling in disgust. “You do not understand the Asharn. You might think that you do, but you have abandoned Javoor long enough ago that you can’t understand what they mean to your people.”

      “They are my people.”

      “Are they? And where are they now? If there was a summons to parlay, why are they not here?”

      “What did you do to them?”

      Valenahr smiled at him, darkness on his face. “I’m afraid you have it all wrong, Fezarn.”

      Fes was tempted to slam his dagger into Valenahr’s chest, wanting nothing more than to carve away the smile on his face, but if he did that, he would only be giving Valenahr precisely what he wanted.

      As he thought about it, he realized the reason behind Valenahr’s plan. It was more than just wanting to coax Fes into a reaction. If that were all it was about, he wouldn’t encourage Fes to attack. This was about proving something.

      Was he trying to prove something to himself, or was it a message he was trying to send? Either way, he could tell that Valenahr thought that he was making a point. He wanted them to believe that their people—the Deshazl—were nothing more than animals, unable to ignore their basic urges, even when those urges were instigated by someone Calling them.

      “Where are the Asharn?”

      Valenahr spread his hands. “I’m afraid I don’t have those answers, Fezarn.” He took a step toward Fes. “You will know your training once again.”

      A surge of power flowed from him, and it somehow managed to whisper through the barrier Fes held around himself. The power within it was enough that Fes could do nothing more than fight to ignore it.

      And here he had thought Valenahr powerful before. His belief in Valenahr’s strength was nothing compared to what he now recognized.

      Valenahr and the others made their way from the building, leaving Fes alone with the rest of the Deshazl. When they were gone, he turned to Jesla. “What happened to the Asharn?”
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      Reaching the lands that the Asharn occupied was much easier now that he was able to travel with the dragon. Fes hadn’t wanted to linger with Jesla and the others, worried that any delay would end up with some greater harm coming to the Asharn. He was careful in his journey as well, making a point of having the dragon travel a more circuitous route, not wanting the Damhur to follow him by somehow using his fear for what might’ve happened. The Asharn had managed to hide from the Damhur for centuries, and Fes wasn’t about to be the reason that their location was discovered.

      Wind whistled around him, but it was not cold. The heat flowing from the dragon was enough that Fes was able to ignore the chill on the air. He was not alone, either. Jayell rode along with him, clinging to his back, power radiating with the bone magic that spilled from her. She used it to speed their journey, sending them streaking ever faster through the sky, but even without it, the dragon moved with an urgency that was all his own.

      If—and when—they reached the Asharn, Fes had questions, not the least was about why the Asharn hadn’t joined the meeting, though it was likely there were reasons behind that. Considering what he now knew of the Asharn and their ties to the Deshazl, he doubted that they would have simply ignored a request to meet.

      The forest came into view.

      The journey wasn’t a long one. When he had been to these lands before, searching for a way to stop the Damhur, he had traveled atop the dragon, moving from one place to another, able to make the journey in short stretches. Now that he knew the land a little better, he had a better sense of where they were traveling within Javoor, though even with that understanding, he still didn’t know the lands nearly as well as those who had lived here their entire lives. He might have the ability to see Javoor from the air, to travel with the dragon, to experience a way of looking at the world that others did not, but there was still something to be said about living within these borders, knowing the land.

      As they swooped over the forest, Fes found himself staring at it. Within these trees was a different sensation than he had felt when he had been around the trees surrounding Thoras. From these trees, Fes had the distinct sense of life. It was of vibrancy, almost a heat, and it radiated up from the forest itself. He held onto that awareness, recognizing that it was there, feeling that sense within himself in a way that left him questioning until he realized that it came from the dragon.

      How was it that the dragon allowed him the ability to connect to the sense of life?

      “I never noticed this before,” he said.

      Larshon breathed out, mist steaming around his nostrils. “Your kind sees very little.”

      “I’m able to see the forest that you couldn’t see.”

      Larshon twisted so that one eye focused on him. He huffed again, and Fes smiled.

      As they swooped over the forest, there was something different.

      It took him a moment to realize what it was.

      Sections of the forest had been destroyed.

      Fes pointed, and Jayell sat up, looking out over Larshon’s side, peering down at the ground. She cupped her hand over her forehead, staring downward, but he doubted she would be able to see anything more than what he could see.

      Probably less. With his Deshazl eyesight, Fes could see much clearer than most others. Not only was his vision better, but with the connection to Larshon, Fes could borrow from the dragon and use that ability to better perceive life around them.

      They angled toward the destruction.

      At first, Fes worried that it came from the dragons. He had seen the dragons and the nature of their attack firsthand, and often enough that he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps they had been responsible for what had taken place here, but it didn’t appear to be caused by the dragons. This wasn’t charred and blackened stumps of trees. This was something else. Entire sections of the forest had been cut down, carved away, leaving gashes stretched across the ground. Within those sections, there was an emptiness.

      Fes couldn’t help but feel drawn to that emptiness. With a tap on Larshon’s back, they descended toward it, landing in the middle of a massive clearing. Sections of the trees had been destroyed, carved down and left littered on the ground. The longer that he stood here, the less confident he was about what had taken place. How had the Damhur destroyed this section of the forest so easily?

      “I don’t detect any fire mage magic here,” Jayell whispered.

      Despite whispering, her voice still carried. There was a somberness to the air, and Fes understood why she refrained from speaking too loudly. He felt the same hesitation. It seemed almost as if they would betray the needs of the forest by disrupting the silence.

      Fes breathed in. There was no scent of ash or fire. There was no tingle that would indicate the remnant of Deshazl magic. There was nothing.

      What had taken place here?

      Whatever had come through here had brought destruction and power, and it had done so in a way that had torn through the trees.

      “Why here?” Fes asked as he looked around. There was nothing particularly unique about this spot. They were deep within the forest, though not so deep as to have reached the Asharn. When he had seen it from above, he had thought that perhaps there had been a battle here, fighting that had ripped through the trees, a combination of Deshazl and Damhur magic, but there was no sign of either of those.

      It seemed confined to this area almost exclusively. There was nothing but the destruction.

      No other marks disrupted the ground. He continued to search, looking for a sign of fighting, anything that would lead him to understand what had taken place here. Power had been here, but what sort of power?

      “Have you seen anything like this before?” he asked Larshon.

      The dragon sniffed, his nostrils expanding as he breathed in. His tail curled around him, almost as if he felt the need to protect himself from some unseen threat. His wings curled up, giving him the opportunity to take to the air immediately if there were the need.

      Everything within Larshon’s posture spoke of fear.

      “Have you seen this before?” Fes asked again.

      Larshon turned his attention to him. “I have not, but there is something unnatural about this.”

      “Unnatural?” Fes turned to Jayell. What had the Damhur discovered? If they had some way of turning their power into destruction like this, he had to wonder where they would have learned it. The Damhur had centuries of preparation, time where they seemed to have an answer for every possibility, every way that the Deshazl would be able to attack.

      Fes made his way around the clearing until he reached one of the nearest trees. They needed one of the Asharn, if only to tell them what had been going on.

      Heading back toward the center of the clearing and Larshon and Jayell, Fes climbed on the dragon’s back. With a quick stirring of wings, Larshon lifted into the air, climbing high into the sky. Only once they were hundreds of feet above the forest did the sense of anxiety within Larshon begin to fade. They continued their journey, but as they went, Fes saw something else in the distance, another sign of danger, and he motioned. Larshon swept down toward that area, reaching another clearing where the signs of destruction and devastation were far too evident.

      Much like the last time, Fes climbed from Larshon’s back, making his way around the clearing. It seemed a similar size to the last, and much like before, the trees had been battered down, pressed into the ground, making it seem as if they had been thrown down by some enormous creature. There was no sign of fire. No flame, and the ground had no evidence of charring, nothing that would indicate what might have come through here.

      “Fes?”

      He turned to Jayell, frowning.

      “Have you noticed anything about the last two places like this?”

      “Other than the fact that they have completely destroyed these sections of the forest?”

      “There’s that, but it’s something more than that. Look at their size.”

      Fes scanned the destroyed section of the forest but still didn’t detect what it was that she was trying to point out to him.

      “They are the same size.”

      “Why does that matter?”

      “Not just the same size, but the exact same size. As far as I can tell, they are identical. In the last one, I tried to get a sense of scale, thinking that the size of the destruction might indicate how many troops were involved, but this one is essentially the same.”

      “Essentially, or it is the same?”

      She looked around before shrugging. “I don’t know that it matters. Either way, the level of destruction here is impressive, even for the Damhur.”

      “Do you think they are the same?” he asked the dragon.

      Larshon growled softly and then leaped into the air, leaving Fes and Jayell alone. He circled higher and higher, eventually growing small enough that Fes couldn’t make out any features of the dragon. Through the connection between them, he was able to determine that the dragon was able to see him, but little more than that.

      “This unsettles me,” Jayell said.

      “The destruction, or is it something more?”

      “It’s more about the symmetry.”

      Fes turned his attention from the sky, looking over at Jayell. “Why the symmetry?”

      “Symmetry is unnatural, Fes, at least on a scope like this.”

      “This is a circle, Jayell.”

      “And perfect circles like this are unusual. Look at these trees,” she said, guiding him to the edge of the clearing. She motioned to one of the nearest trees. “What do you see?”

      Fes made a circuit around the trunk. It was large enough that he would have had to stretch to wrap his arms around it, but not much larger than that. There were considerably more impressive trees in other places that he had visited. “I see a tree. The trunk is a circle, Jayell.”

      “It is, but not a perfect circle. Cut off a branch, and I imagine you would find there are irregularities. It’s circular, but that is not the same.” She started away from him, heading toward the center of the clearing. As she went, she counted off her steps until she crossed the entirety of the clearing. She followed the perimeter of the clearing for another dozen steps and then started back across, once again counting out her steps. She did this several times, and each time it was the same.

      “I don’t know what point you’re getting at,” he said.

      “I’m not really sure, either. Whatever happened here was confined to a specific space.”

      The dragon descended, landing with a blast of air and heat near them. He turned his head toward Fes before focusing on Jayell. “She is right. They are the same size.”

      “The same as in similar or the same as in the same?”

      “They are the same.”

      “Are you sure?”

      The dragon growled.

      Fes raised his hands, stepping away and laughing. “It seems that you are sure.” He turned, looking around the clearing. “I still don’t have any idea what any of this means. We haven’t gotten to the Asharn yet, so we don’t even know if there’s anything there to be concerned about.”

      “No, but these patterns continue throughout the forest,” the dragon said.

      What would it mean for them to be replicated like that? More than that, Fes had to wonder if perhaps they headed toward the Asharn, or if that were only coincidence. If coincidental, then it still was unpleasantly uncomfortable.

      He climbed back on Larshon’s back, hurriedly getting into position, and waited as Jayell climbed on behind him. As they took to the air, Jayell twisted behind him, swiveling in place as she strained to try and see what existed below them. Fes followed the direction of her gaze, trying to take in what she might have observed, but couldn’t come up with anything. Whatever was down there, whatever strangeness had caused these circles, he didn’t know.

      As Larshon had said, the circles repeated, a steady pattern one after the other, to the point where it almost looked as if something had stomped its way through the forest on massive feet.

      The trees grew higher the further they went over the forest. As the trunks stretched toward the sky, Fes prepared for when they would reach the Asharn, ready for the moment that he could settle down on one of their platforms and find the rest of the Asharn, but there was no sign of them.

      “Where are the other dragons?” Jayell said, her voice barely carrying over the sound of the wind whistling around them.

      Fes looked around. There should be other dragons. There had been dozens that had been freed, all of them restored from the dragonglass sculptures, and they would have been flying freely in these lands, but why were they not here? They would have gone to the Asharn, using that to ensure their safety, the same way that they would have gone to the Dragon’s Eye. The only other dragons he had observed had been when Larshon had flown off with them.

      “Where are the others?”

      “There are many places they could have gone,” Larshon said.

      “That sounds to me like you don’t know.”

      “I do not keep track of where all the dragons have gone,” Larshon said.

      “Why not?”

      “We are dragons. We do not need to keep track of one another.”

      “I’ve seen how the dragons like to slide together.”

      “We do enjoy finding the currents.”

      “What aren’t you telling me, Larshon?”

      “I have traveled with you long enough that it makes it difficult for me to know what the others have done.”

      They reached a point in the forest where Fes would’ve expected to have found the Asharn. There was no sign of the platform. There was only another strange circle of destruction.

      He tapped on Larshon, and they descended to the ground, giving Fes an opportunity to look around, to stare at the forest. The damage here was far more extensive than it had been in other places, but at the same time, the circle was nearly the same size—if it wasn’t identical. Trees had been trampled, stomped down and forced into the ground, leaving nothing but the memory of what had once been here. There was no sign of charring or fire, no sign of Deshazl magic, nothing that would explain what had taken place.

      A strange blue glowing around the edge of the clearing caught his attention, and he headed over to it. When he reached it, he paused, leaning down, and his breath caught.

      Asharn.

      Fes ran his fingers through the liquid, feeling the strange sensation and the way that it tingled along his skin.

      “What is it?” Jayell asked, approaching from behind him.

      He held up his hand, showing her the Asharn as it glowed along his fingers. “This had to be the heart of the Asharn.”

      He looked up, staring toward the sky, toward what had once been a dense canopy arcing overhead, creating a space of safety and a place the Asharn had called home for centuries. He had barely spent any time within their city, but he had been there enough that he understood how it had been a place of safety and sanctity to their people.

      And now it was gone.

      What had happened here?

      There had to be some evidence of the city remaining, didn’t there?

      He looked at the nearby trees, and high in the overhead branches, he saw his first evidence of the remains of the Asharn city. Drawing on his Deshazl magic, Fes jumped, power pushing him forward, propelling him into the air, and he reached the peak of one of the nearby trees, clinging to it as he looked around.

      There were the remains of a platform, and he crawled out onto it, looking to see whether there were others. From here, the clearing took on a strange appearance. He recognized the symmetry that had troubled Jayell. What bothered him was the fact that there was no sense of what had caused this. It would be easier for him if this had been destruction triggered by dragons or by magic, but he saw no sign of either. More troubling was the fact that there were no signs of the Asharn.

      What had happened to the people here?

      Fes jumped from tree to tree, managing to reach the various platforms that had been set up, finally pausing when he had made a complete circuit of the clearing. As he went, he came across no others. There was simply no sign of them.

      There had to be something here, some evidence of what had happened to the people who had once called this place home. Where had they gone?

      As he stood staring down, he saw nothing that could help him understand. More than that, he saw nothing that would tell him that the people had died. As far as he could tell, they had just vanished. And if they had vanished, the one explanation that made any sort of sense, though troublesome, was the possibility that they had been Called.

      The Asharn had collected those Deshazl with significant abilities. Could the Damhur have come after them because of that? Had they discovered where to find the Asharn because of the dragons?

      He looked up at the sky. It would explain why Valenahr had been so arrogant about the likelihood of his safety. He hadn’t feared Fes at all.

      Could they already be too late?

      He didn’t think that the Damhur had managed to Call the Asharn and the dragons, but where had they gone?

      Jumping back to the ground, he joined Jayell. “The city is up there, but there is nothing else. There’s no sign of what happened here.”

      “I think that’s been troubling me, too. I keep expecting to find bodies but hate the fact that I feel that way.”

      “I keep thinking the same thing.”

      “What does it mean that we haven’t found them? Could they have been Called?”

      Fes breathed out heavily, scanning the clearing. “I don’t know. We need to keep looking to see if there is any sign of them.” He turned his attention to Larshon. “Can you see movement through the branches?”

      “Most of the time,” he said.

      “Why only most of the time?”

      “There are times when it is more difficult for me to do. This forest is dense, and there is something about it that makes it occasionally difficult.”

      “Could it be the Asharn flowing through here?”

      Larshon growled softly. “I do not know.”

      They didn’t have answers, but they needed to find them, and to do so, they would need to take to the air once again. If they couldn’t come up with those answers, then he would need to consider another way of discovering what had happened. Fes believed that the Damhur were responsible. Regardless of what else might have taken place, they were the only ones who were motivated to destroy the Asharn.

      As they ascended, Fes made a point of staring around them, watching the forest itself as they wound higher and higher into the sky. He couldn’t shake the sense that there was something he was missing, and it had to do with more than just the destruction of the Asharn.

      Strangely, the pattern of circles continued through the forest, and as they flew, Fes guided Larshon to trail them, going from one to another, almost as if the circles were leading them somewhere.

      It took him a moment to realize that they were leading him in a circle.

      Fes frowned. In the distance, he could feel the pull of the Dragon’s Eye.

      Why would they be leading in a circle, and more than that, why would they be leading in a circle around the Dragon’s Eye?

      Fes followed the trail, watching as they went, worried that perhaps there was something to the pattern that mattered, but he didn’t detect anything. If there was something, he didn’t understand it.

      As they flew, they neared the shoreline in the distance. Beyond there lay the ocean, and beyond that would be the empire. As they started to turn, the dragon rolled off to the side.

      Fes nearly tumbled from his perch on the dragon, and had he not been holding on, he would have fallen.

      Jayell did fall.

      “Larshon!”

      He jumped, lunging for Jayell as she plummeted toward the ground. Fes wrapped her in a connection to his Deshazl magic, using that to grab hold of her, and pulled her to him. Together, they tumbled, spinning through the air as they fell toward the earth.

      Somehow, despite their falling, Jayell still managed to pull on a connection to her fire mage magic. Power bloomed from her, exploding outward and joining Fes in a barrier that they wrapped around each other.

      He shifted the focus of his power. Rather than trying to keep them wrapped together, he tried to send a surge of power below him, wanting to keep from crashing to the ground.

      Where was Larshon?

      The dragon soared overhead, rolling, thrashing.

      Fes couldn’t make out what the dragon was fighting, only that it appeared that he was fighting something.

      “Do you see anything?” he asked Jayell.

      She shook her head. And he was thankful that they had managed to slow their descent. They were still plummeting toward the ground, but it was slower now, and he had the sense that he might be able to stop it altogether, but doing so required him to pour out a tremendous amount of power. He didn’t know if doing so was even safe to do, more so because he didn’t know if he was pulling on power from the dragon.

      Fes continued to push.

      “I can do this,” Jayell said.

      “You can do what?”

      “I can keep us from crashing. You focus on Larshon.”

      Fes let out a frustrated sigh, turning his attention to the dragon, and let Jayell work. She did as she said she would, continuing to slow them, to the point where they no longer descended. They hovered, somehow held aloft through her magic, and Fes focused on Larshon. He continued to twist, spinning in the air, tumbling with whatever he was battling.

      “What is it?” Fes whispered, trying to form a connection between himself and Larshon.

      There was no answer.

      Somehow, the dragon was getting wrested away from him, and if he did nothing, there would be no dragon for him as Deshazl to protect, and there would be no dragon to protect him.

      “Can you land safely?” he asked Jayell.

      She glanced at the ground. “From here, it isn’t so far. What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to go and help the dragon.”

      Fes exploded upward, powering through the barrier Jayell held, wrapping his Deshazl power around himself as he surged higher and higher into the sky, and as he went, he unsheathed his sword, pulling the dragonglass blade free and sweeping it around.

      Larshon was close. It took only another moment, and he would be able to reach him.

      Something struck Fes. He tumbled, spinning, and without meaning to, he drew upon the dragon’s strength to keep himself from crashing. Larshon roared, pain surging from him, the connection that Fes borrowed sharing with him just what was taking place with the dragon.

      He was fighting, but what was he fighting?

      Fes forced himself forward, drawing upon Larshon’s magic for another moment to get himself where he needed to be. At that moment, the connection between them was fortified.

      Without intending to, he could see through Larshon’s eyes. As he did, he realized that Larshon was fighting some creature much like himself. This creature seemed to be made all of wind and streaks of pale color, twisted in the dragon’s strange way of seeing things, and it looked almost as if it were translucent. The dragon struggled against it, thrashing and clawing, his jaws working as he tried to reject whatever it was that attacked, but Larshon wasn’t able to free himself. It seemed as if the strange creature had ensnared him.

      Fes reached the creature near Larshon and swept his dragonglass blade forward.

      At first, he doubted that it would hit, that there would be nothing that he would connect to, but the sword cut through something and there was a painful, high-pitched screech that erupted.

      If he didn’t know where he was fighting, he wouldn’t be able to help Larshon. Fes pulled on that connection, borrowing from the dragon for a moment, needing to have it clear enough that he could see what was taking place and see where he needed to attack.

      The creature angled toward Fes.

      Fes swept his sword toward it, drawing the blade across the strange appendage, and once again there came the same horrible screech that split the sky. Larshon roared, flames spilling forth from his mouth, and as it did, the contours of the unusual creature became clear to Fes. He jumped from Larshon’s back, swinging his sword, hacking wildly, pouring out his Deshazl magic.

      The creature fell.

      Fes looked down, watching as the translucent shape dropped, and his heart sunk.

      “Jayell!”

      He jumped, holding his sword pointed outward from him, drawing on Larshon, wanting the dragon’s eyesight so that he could see the strange creature, and as he crashed toward the ground, he was able to make out the details of the creature, but only barely.

      Jayell remained aloft, hovering, power surrounding her, but this strange creature was heading directly toward her, and if she didn’t move, it would crash into her.

      “Jayell!”

      The wind muffled his voice, and he wished that he had some way of communicating to her the same way that he could with Larshon.

      Fes pushed more and more power into his movement, sending him streaking toward this creature. He held the sword out. If nothing else, Jayell would realize that he was crashing toward the ground, and perhaps she would recognize that she needed to move out of the way.

      It was almost as if she couldn’t see him.

      He was near the creature.

      Fes jabbed outward with his sword, ready to connect. He was screaming, and his voice came to his ears in a muffled sense, but still it seemed as if Jayell weren’t aware of what he was doing.

      Then he crashed into the creature.

      Borrowing from Larshon, Fes could make out the strange, subtle colorations of the creature, but not so well that he would be able to know where to target his attack. He brought his sword up, jabbing into the creature, not caring what he struck. The sword stabbed through it, and he jabbed again, and then again. Each time he thrust, he heard a terrible scream, the same horrid sound that came from the creature when he had first attacked it.

      Jayell still hadn’t moved.

      Fes had to do something—anything—and jammed his sword down into the back of the creature. Something wrapped around his arms. Fes ignored it, sending his Deshazl magic flowing through the dragonglass blade. He drew upon his strength as well as that of the dragon, and power exploded from him.

      He was thrown free and went spiraling toward the ground. As he attempted to draw upon his magic, it failed.

      The ground grew closer and closer. Fes hesitated, knowing the impact would be painful. Without a Deshazl barrier, he would slam into the earth and likely not survive it.

      Then Larshon was there.

      The dragon swooped beneath him, catching him, and they soared toward Jayell, giving Fes a moment to grab her from the air and help her onto his back before lowering to the ground.

      They were near the rocky coastline, and from here, the ocean slammed against the shore far below. Fes climbed off, his breathing coming rapidly. His heart hammered wildly. When he made his way around to Larshon, forcing the dragon to meet his gaze, he rested his hand on the sword as he looked up at the great elder dragon. “What was that?”

      Larshon growled. “I do not know.”
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      Fes watched Larshon. The dragon rested on the ground, his wings curled around himself, his head raised so that he could swivel and look everywhere. Every so often, Fes solidified the connection between the two of them so that he could look out through the dragon’s eyes, and when he did, he saw nothing other than the same swatches of color that he had seen for the last hour.

      There was no sign of the creature that had attacked them.

      Fes tried to grab for his Deshazl magic, but fatigue made it difficult. It was still there, but faint, and as much as he might want to draw upon that power, he didn’t know if it was safe to do so until he had rested a little bit longer.

      Jayell remained in front of a crackling fire, watching both of them. She had been silent, staring at the flames, her mouth moving in a soft whisper. There had to be some spell involved, but Fes was too tired to care what it was or why she would be using it.

      “Can we talk about it?” he asked Larshon.

      The dragon turned his head toward him, watching. “There is nothing for us to speak about.”

      “Other than this strange creature that attacked you?”

      “As you have seen, it is not the first time that dragons have been attacked.”

      “It’s the first time that I couldn’t see the attack.”

      “That is no different than the attack used upon my kind in the northern mountains.”

      “The trees? Why would they be similar?”

      “I do not know.”

      “What were you able to see of it?” Fes asked. When he had been fighting the strange creature, he hadn’t been able to make out much of anything. There had been the sense of limbs, and what appeared to be a head, but he hadn’t been able to tell much else. It was almost as if it were made of nothingness. “Can it fly like you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      They had searched for the creature’s remains, thinking that in the explosion of Deshazl magic, Fes must have managed to kill it. There was no sign of the creature. Fes had expected to come across something, some sign that the creature hadn’t simply vanished. Could it be so difficult to see, even in death? If that were the case, then they might never know what it was that they had faced.

      “We need to better understand what happened,” he said.

      “What if the other dragons were attacked in the same way?” Jayell asked.

      She looked up from the fire, and her eyes carried a hollowed appearance around them. She glanced from Fes to the dragon, almost as if looking for some answer or explanation, though the longer that they were here, the less likely it was that Fes thought they would come up with anything.

      “We don’t know that anything has happened to the other dragons,” he said.

      “There should be dozens of them around here. They came to these lands to be safe, Fes.”

      And now with the falling of the Asharn, there would be one less protection available. He couldn’t linger here that long. He needed to figure out what had happened to the Asharn.

      “I think we have to go into Javoor to learn what the Damhur have done to them,” he said, thinking of what Velanahr had suggested when he had met with them. The man knew something, and Fes was determined to learn what that was and where the Asharn had gone. If they had enslaved them again…

      “And what if this isn’t the Damhur?” Jayell asked.

      “Who else would this be?”

      “You heard Jesla. She knew there was something that drew the Damhur and the shadows all together. It was the reason she summoned you across the ocean, thinking that the Deshazl needed to come together and work with the Damhur.”

      “I think living in that city has given her that impression more than anything else,” Fes said.

      When he had been in the city the last time, he had shared that feeling, but after meeting with Valenahr, he realized that was misplaced. Now he wanted nothing more than to see an end to the Damhur. Their power seemed to come not only from their ability to Call, but it came from their interest—and willingness—in using the bond he shared with the dragons to throw servitude upon the Deshazl.

      “We can’t stand by and do nothing,” she said.

      “I don’t intend to.”

      The Damhur would still be returning to Javoor. If he could find them, he could capture Valenahr and uncover the key to what they had done to the Asharn.

      Getting to his feet, he looked at Larshon. “When you’re ready…”

      The dragon spread his wings, shaking them for a moment. “I am as ready as I can be.”

      Fes turned to Jayell. “I intend to understand what happened. If we can figure that out, we can come up with a way of stopping it and preventing another attack against the dragons.”

      “Don’t we need to know if there’s anything to worry about with the other dragons? Think about it, Fes. What happens if the others have been attacked?”

      If they had been, it was unlikely that they would have survived. He had recognized the power of that attack, and there was nothing in it that spoke of an attempt to control the way he expected from the Damhur. It was an attempt to destroy, nothing more than that.

      Could they have raised the dragons only to see them perish so soon?

      Anger surged up within Fes. He did his best to suppress it, knowing that anger served no purpose other than to prove to Valenahr and people like him that they were animals.

      “We need to go get Jesla,” Fes said.

      Jayell cocked her head, watching him. “Why?”

      “We need to find the dragons, don’t we?”

      She took a deep breath and nodded. “I was worried that you might decide to go after the Damhur.”

      “I still might.”

      “What will that serve?”

      “Besides making me feel better?”

      “Fes—”

      “I’m not going to do it, but it would make me feel better to destroy them.”

      “You’re the one who returned to the empire, telling us that the Damhur needed to work with the Deshazl. After everything that you saw in these lands, you were adamant that we must find a way to work together, to restore that ancient power, or else…”

      “Or else what?”

      Jayell glanced to the sky before turning her attention back out to the water. “What do you think they might have known?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Which is why we need to return to Thoras to see what sort of records they keep.”

      “What if they don’t have the kind of records that we might need?”

      “Then we have to go somewhere that might.”

      She scrambled onto Larshon’s back, climbing quickly and with more urgency than she usually did. She waited for Fes, watching him, waving her hand to encourage him to move more rapidly. Fes breathed out heavily before climbing onto the dragon’s back. He patted Larshon, and the dragon promptly jumped to the air, bringing them higher and higher into the sky. As he went, he did so with increasing speed that came from Jayell’s fire mage spell, and the dragon headed straight toward Thoras and the Dragon’s Eye.

      No one spoke during the journey. Fes searched the sky, watching for signs of the dragons or of the creature that had attacked, but thankfully he came across nothing. He could easily guess why such a creature would exist, but would Jayell believe it?

      A creature like that would be beneficial to the Damhur. They could use it to bring down the dragons and then harvest the bones—and their power—to give them an advantage over both the Deshazl and the empire.

      The distant sight of the mountains surrounding the Dragon’s Eye came into view, and they swooped toward it, heading quickly and still mostly quiet. Fes looked around, searching for signs of other dragons, but there were none.

      “Where were the other dragons heading when you visited with them?”

      “They were flying to a sacred place to the dragons.”

      “What place is that?”

      He twisted so that he could look at Fes. “A place that we do not share.”

      Fes recognized the tone and realized that Larshon wanted to keep this from him, but was it safe to do so?

      It was the dragons who had told him that Deshazl protect dragons while the dragons protect the Deshazl. How could he do his part if the dragon prevented him from knowing what was taking place?

      “I can go to them,” Larshon said.

      They started to descend, and Fes leaned over his side, focusing on the dragon for a moment. “If you go to them and something happens to you, we might not know about it. I don’t think that’s safe.”

      “Nothing will harm me.”

      “I would have believed you up until several hours ago. Now?”

      The dragon roared and breathed out a streamer of flame, his way of showing frustration. Fes ignored it. He wasn’t about to let the dragons simply blow off his concerns, especially not when his concerns were borne out by what they had seen and experienced.

      “Please,” Fes said. “I know you don’t want to admit that dragons have any weakness, and normally I would agree with you, but in this case, it seems that there is reason to be careful. That’s all I’m asking from you. Let me help protect you. Dragons protect Deshazl, but Deshazl protect dragons.”

      The dragon roared, settling to the ground and flapping his wings in what Fes recognized as irritation. “I will not take you there, but I will not go without you.”

      “That makes it a little difficult, I think.”

      “It does.”

      “Why don’t we see what we can come up with here, and then we can work together to make sure that we can find the rest of the dragons?” It was possible that the people of the city would have seen dragons, and if that were the case, then he could rest more comfortably, figure out what sort of strange creature had attacked, and go on from there.

      The dragon rumbled again, and Fes could feel his agreement, though he also recognized the reluctance within it.

      It didn’t matter if the dragon was reluctant or not. All that mattered was that he allowed Fes to stay with him. Fes had a pretty good idea what would’ve happened had he not been with the dragon when the attack had taken place. The dragon was powerful, but it was highly likely that he would have suffered in some very real way, possibly not even surviving.

      Jumping from the dragon’s back, Fes helped Jayell down and then turned to Larshon. “You will wait, won’t you?”

      “I said that I would.”

      He hoped the dragon would do as he said, but if he didn’t, Fes had to be prepared to go after him. He was prepared for that anyway, and if it came down to it, the priority for him was in coming up with some way of keeping the dragon safe, even if the other dragons had already fallen into some sort of Damhur trap.

      Hurrying away from the shore of the Dragon’s Eye, they headed toward the main part of the city. From here, Fes looked around, focusing on where the rest of the people of the city might be. When he had been here before, the city had been nearly empty, and it wasn’t until he had observed the Damhur that he understood why. During the meeting, everyone else had gone into the forest or had hidden within their homes, fearing that the Damhur might still be able to Call to them. And for those of the city who hadn’t yet taken the chance to test themselves with the Dragon’s Eye, it was possible that the Damhur might have been able to.

      When they reached the main part of the city, Fes focused on his Deshazl magic, searching for anyone who might be here. There was power clustered in one section, though it wasn’t the center of the city. He headed toward that, and Jayell followed him for a little bit before veering off. She grabbed his arm, holding onto it for a moment.

      “I need to go and see if there are any records of a creature like that. They’ll have to share it with me, won’t they?”

      Fes wasn’t sure if that was true or not but nodded anyway. Jayell veered off, heading toward the center of the city while he continued to make his way toward the distant sense of Deshazl magic, using his awareness of the connections. His was different than what he believed Jesla possessed, an ability to recognize—and possibly use—the power of the Deshazl people.

      He held onto the sense of the dragon as he went, ready for the possibility that Larshon might decide to take off. He wanted to be prepared, ready to go chasing after the dragon. If that became the case, Fes would do what was necessary.

      He found a collection of people near the edge of the city, staring out at the forest.

      It took him a moment to realize what was going on. A line of people, all of them Deshazl, and only a few of the people he had seen before, were dressed in their dragon-scale cloaks, staring out at the forest, hands held while they sang softly. Their voices carried toward the trees, a solemn and haunting sound that drifted into the forest before fading altogether.

      Fes stood there, transfixed as he watched. There was something about the song that seemed familiar, and there was something within it that seemed to call to him, as if he should recognize it through his shared heritage with the singers, though why should that be?

      He approached slowly, making his way to Jesla. She stood in the middle of the line, the only one not holding anyone else’s hand, her arms upraised, her eyes tilted toward the sky, and her Deshazl magic pouring out from her. Rather than physical touch, she sent her power rolling away from her, connecting her from one person to the next. As she did, that power surged, connecting with each of the others before retreating.

      There was something hypnotic in the way that her magic worked, and Fes was drawn into it. He joined her, keeping his hands at his sides, not touching anyone else, but choosing to add his power to that of the others the same way that Jesla did. She guided him, and though he had no idea how her magic was working, he could feel it.

      The song flowed through him.

      There was no other way to describe it other than a song. It touched on some deep part of him, almost as if he should have known it his whole life, and perhaps he had. It was possible that he had known that magic his entire life, that he had lived with it, but as that magic surged, flowing outward, he tried not to let it go too far from him, fearing that if he did, if it went into the forest, something would be released.

      Fes’s eyes snapped open, and he turned his attention to the forest.

      Why should that be?

      There was the power within that forest, power that he could feel, but it was a strange and awful sort of thing, and he had been aware of it when he had attempted to use his magic once before, but why?

      There should be no reason for him to feel a fear of that power getting released here. There was nothing that was taking place. Was there?

      And yet, as he felt it, he couldn’t help but question if there was something.

      The song continued to build, filling him. It was powerful, and it was a song that seemed as if he had always known it. Despite that, he focused his attention on everything else around him, focusing on that power, on that song, and he listened.

      Slowly, the song began to fade, drifting back into nothing. Fes remained transfixed, all passage of time lost, and gradually, the people of the city released their hands and began to drift back into the city, some of them murmuring while others said nothing. All of them went with their Deshazl power flowing outward from them, as if they needed to use it.

      After a while, Jesla turned toward him, and she smiled. “Fezarn. You have returned.”

      He didn’t answer at first. “What was that?”

      “That was a traditional song of our people.”

      “It felt as if I had known it before.”

      “All Deshazl feel that way. There’s something about the song itself that seems to call to us and our magic.”

      “How?”

      She smiled at him. “If only I could tell you how, I might be able to answer more about what secrets there are of our people, and yet… I don’t know that answer, either.” She stared out at the forest, and her Deshazl connection continued to radiate from her, stretching toward the trees before retreating. As Fes focused, he could feel the way that her energy had reached out, connecting from one tree to another, setting off a cascade of power that flowed through the forest.

      “What is it that you’re doing?”

      “Something else that is traditional,” she said.

      “What does it do?”

      “Do?” She turned her attention to him, smiling at him. “Why, Fezarn, it doesn’t do anything. It is merely a way to celebrate our shared connections. It’s much the same as how I recognize our shared connections. Not all can—or do—but those who can understand that the power that our people have is not the power of one, but of many.”

      “I felt that power, Jesla.”

      She smiled at him again. “I know that you have, Fezarn. There are not many who can make such a claim, but you have proven that you not only can recognize the connections between our people, but you can use them. That is something beyond what I have ever believed was possible.” She stared at the trees for another moment longer and sent one more surge of power that reverberated through the forest. It echoed within Fes, almost as if it were calling to him for a moment before retreating.

      When it was gone, she turned back to him, smiling once more. “Why is it that you came back to us so soon?”

      “What happened to the rest of the dragons?”

      “The dragons are welcome here, as you requested.”

      “I realize that, but what happened to them?”

      “Many of them came, they tested themselves in the Dragon’s Eye, and then they disappeared. There was no reason for them to linger. The Dragon’s Eye was meant for us, for the Deshazl, to prove ourselves and for our faith.”

      “The Dragon’s Eye has nothing to do with faith,” Fes said. He closed his eyes, thinking about his experience within it. It hadn’t attempted to harm him, though there was considerable power within it. When he had been there, he had recognized that there was nothing about it that would destroy him. And yet, there was power within it. He had felt that power, he had known it, and more than that, he had used it. When he had emerged from the Dragon’s Eye, he had been able to free his mind from the Damhur touch, burning off their connection.

      It still didn’t explain why it existed at all, or why it seemed to be a store of Deshazl power, collected in a singular place, much like the Asharn, though the Asharn had a little different characteristic to it.

      “We were attacked when looking for the Asharn,” he said. He told her about what they had discovered, including the strange perfect circles, along with the attack as they had neared the shore. He shared with her how he had connected to the dragon’s eyesight, ignoring her slight gasp of surprise as he shared that, and continued to tell her all about how he had cut through the creature, but they had not seen any evidence of its death.

      When he was done, he turned toward the trees. “There’s something about these trees that the dragons can’t see through. It’s sort of the same as the way I can’t see the creature.”

      “You believe they are related?”

      “I don’t know if they are or not, but there is something odd about that.” Fes started toward the forest, resting his hand on the nearest of the trunks. He remembered the way that the Deshazl magic had flowed from him during the song and he called it forward, letting it touch the tree. As it did, it reverberated the same way that Jesla’s power did, bouncing from tree to tree as it spread throughout the forest.

      Jesla rested her hand on top of his, smiling at him. “Were you not so inclined to focus on the dragons, you would be a great champion for our people.”

      “I thought that I still was a champion for our people.”

      “Perhaps that is true. Yet, even in this, you have seen the song once, and you have recognized the way to repeat it. Very few have that ability.”

      “I only recognize it because I was able to feel it.” He turned to her, smiling. “Maybe the real answer is that you are a skilled teacher.”

      “If only that were the case,” she said. “I have attempted to demonstrate it to others, but they have never been able to master the connection the same way as you did with only a limited exposure to it.”

      Fes focused on the trees, thinking about what he had experienced when he had felt the song flowing through him. There had been something quite distinct about the song, and he couldn’t deny that he had felt empowered by it, perhaps mostly because of the connection to the others around him, but perhaps there was something more to it.

      Turning his attention to Jesla, he glanced at the sky briefly before looking back at her. “I worry that the other dragons were attacked.”

      “You are Deshazl. I believe you were the one who told us that the Deshazl protect the dragons.”

      “I want to, but I sensed some reluctance within the dragon.”

      “Much like you had reluctance with my summoning you?”

      “I worry that there is some connection between your summons and this strange attack.”

      “Perhaps there is.” Jesla took his hand, and power flowed from her and into Fes. “I can’t say that I know exactly why I felt the urge to summon everyone here, only that there was the need. I could feel that more strongly than anything else. With it, I recognized that if I did not summon, a great darkness would overtake us.”

      “The shadow that you said you experienced.”

      “It’s not that I experienced it. It’s what I saw.”

      “Like a prophecy?”

      “Does that surprise you?”

      “We don’t have any prophecies here.”

      “It’s not as if we recognize the prophecies, but all people believe that there are foretellings. The Damhur believe that they were destined to rule. There are some within the Trivent who believe that there was a foretelling—or a prophecy, if you prefer—that claimed that eventually they would be given dominion over all things in this world.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “Because you don’t remember your time in this world.”

      “Now you’re starting to sound like Valenahr.”

      “I sensed your hesitation when he welcomed you.”

      “He said that he knew my parents.”

      “Why does that trouble you? I would imagine that you would want to know your parents.”

      “I don’t know that I want to know who my parents were when they lived as Deshazl Called by the Damhur.”

      There was something about that idea that troubled him more than he could put words to. It wasn’t just that he didn’t want to envision his parents in such a way, it was more that he didn’t want to be forced to relive it. Would he remember anything from that time? As far as he knew, he had come across the ocean long enough ago that he had no memory of it, but perhaps that was only the effect of the Calling getting stripped from his mind. Maybe he had been old enough. He certainly had been old enough to protect his brother after his parents had been slaughtered on the road to Anuhr.

      “There are some who believe that you must know where you’ve been to know where you’re going.”

      “More philosophy from you?”

      “It’s not philosophy, and I didn’t say that I was one who believed that. I believe that you make your own choices, but that we must embrace the connections between us. You have seen how I embrace the connections between the Deshazl, and I recognize that our connections are what makes us stronger. The more that we welcome those connections, the more that we can embrace who we are as a people, the easier it is for us to survive and thrive.”

      Fes drew in a deep breath, turning his attention to the trees. “When I was here before, I left thinking that we had to work with the Damhur.”

      “As I have said.”

      “After meeting with Valenahr, that idea changed.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe it has to do with the fact that I have suffered so much under the Damhur and I can see that he has no interest in changing his approach.”

      “You have suffered much, and yet, interestingly, you have suffered quite a bit less than most. Many have faced the Damhur over the years who have incurred far more torment at their hands than you have.”

      Fes sighed. She was right, and while he told himself that he acted out of a desire to get revenge, to stop the torment of the Deshazl, what if there was another reason to it? What if he just didn’t want to work with the Damhur? He had seen that there were great works that were created by the joining of the Deshazl and the Damhur, but despite those great works, Fes still wasn’t sure that he wanted anything to do with them.

      “Can you sing the song again for me?”

      “Do you think it will help you?”

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      Jesla took his hand. Power surged from her, flowing into him, and then with that, she began to sing. Her voice poured out from her, rising steadily, growing, and as she sang, she raised her hand—and Fes’s—toward the sky. He found himself singing along with her, despite not knowing the words. Power flowed from him, drawn from not only his own connection but from those within the city. He did it without intending to. As the song carried, flowing from his lips, he felt the power in the interconnectedness of all of the Deshazl people.

      Slowly, Jesla let that power drift away from them, pouring from them and toward the trees, and as it did, it triggered a cascade that flowed outward, bouncing from tree to tree, the effect of the magic dancing through the trees. There was something quite beautiful to it, and Fes couldn’t help but pause a moment to marvel at the way that those connections worked. Jesla didn’t allow him to pause for too long. Her magic continued to build, flowing outward and spilling toward the trees, stretching deeper and deeper, moving beyond the trees and to the land itself.

      As it went, Fes felt something else.

      There was a distant sense, one that was all too familiar to him.

      The dragons.

      He focused on them, letting that power draw him, and as it retreated, he breathed out in a relieved sigh.

      They were there. They had gone someplace else, but they were still there.

      When she lowered her hands, Jesla looked over at him, meeting his gaze. “Did the song show you what you needed?”

      “You didn’t know?”

      “The song focuses the mind, Fezarn. In my case, the song allows me to connect to our people and to our past. I use that to carry the song toward the trees. They are a marker of what we once were, and a hope for what we once again may be.” She squeezed his hands, drawing his eyes up to hers. “And what did the song show you?”

      “The dragons.”

      She smiled at him. “Of course it did.”
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      Fes wanted to leave right away, but Jesla implored him to remain, to stay within the city for another night. He felt a sense of urgency, knowing that he needed to chase after the Asharn, to find the dragons, to do so many different things. In addition, he felt as if he needed to reach the Damhur, demand answers to his questions, and uncover the key to the strange attacks, but then Jesla would touch his hand, power would pour from her, and a sense of peace would wash over him.

      Perhaps he did need to stay in Thoras. Remaining here allowed him the opportunity to connect to his Deshazl side, something that he hadn’t given enough attention to. It was something that he had paid lip service to, but when it came down to it, he had not done what he claimed that he needed to do. He needed to connect to his people.

      It was near dusk when she guided him toward a strange circular opening in the center of the city. It was a place he had not been before, and it was surrounded by a dozen small, domed buildings, the fading sunlight catching off their dragon scales, glittering strangely, creating dozens of colors that streaked across his eyes. The distant sense of Larshon continued to circle high overhead, staying within the clouds, but he remained alone. Fes was troubled by that. The dragon should not be alone, and he should not be there, suffering, and yet Fes had a distinct sense that the dragon did suffer. He did not care for the fact that he was alone in the sky and circling high overhead, and Fes didn’t care for it for him.

      Every so often, Fes would look up, ignoring the people around him, and focus on the dragon. If he could reach the dragon, he could…

      Jesla tapped him on the hand again, forcing his attention back to her. “Tonight is a festival for our people.”

      “What festival is it?”

      “We call it the Festival of Fire. It’s a time of thanksgiving. The time where we give thanks to our Creator for providing us with our abilities and our connection to the world.”

      “Why tonight?”

      “You’ll see.”

      They joined several hundred other people at the center of the city. Fes looked around, part of him expecting to see Jayell, but so far, he hadn’t come across any sign of her. Whether or not she had found the place from which she thought to research the strange creature, he had yet to discover.

      “Jayell came looking for information.”

      “We have offered her what we can.”

      “You knew?”

      “We knew what she wanted. We have offered her the help that we can, though unfortunately, it may not be everything that you want us to provide.”

      “Any help is better than what we had.”

      “I’m not so sure that is the case.”

      He waited for her to expound on that, but she didn’t, continuing to guide him toward the enormous clearing. Everyone made their way around it, avoiding the section in the middle, a divot in the ground. He wondered about that. Every time he tried to meander closer to it to get a better view, Jesla held onto his hand, pulling him away. Power flowed from her, radiating out. It was a strange thing that she did. Every time that he began to feel a hint of agitation, Jesla would use her connection, and it would soothe him. Perhaps he should be thankful for that, but Fes couldn’t help but feel as if she were forcing him to think and be in a way that he wouldn’t necessarily have chosen for himself.

      “Are you trying to hold me here?”

      “Perhaps only for tonight,” she said, smiling at him.

      “Why?”

      “Because you came for answers, Fezarn.”

      “You’ve already provided me with answers.”

      “No. I provided you with more questions.”

      “You helped me see that the dragons were still out there. Those were the answers I was looking for.”

      “You need other answers, Fezarn. Much like we all need other answers.” She smiled and waved at a cluster of people. As they approached, Fes realized that one of them was Chornan, dressed in his dragon-scale cloak, the same cloak that Fes had seen him wearing when he had first encountered the man in the forest. Everyone around him wore a similar cloak, though Fes did as well. Some carried flowers while others carried long, slender rods that they would swish in the air, creating a whistling sound. There was no food and no drink.

      “Jesla. Did you summon him back for the festival?” Chornan asked, eyeing Fes strangely.

      Jesla shook her head. “He came back of his own accord, though I was not surprised.”

      Chornan chuckled. “Of course not. I would hate to see what would happen for you to be surprised.”

      “I was surprised when he first appeared.”

      “Were you?”

      Fes looked over at her, frowning to himself. Now that he understood the nature of her power and how it connected her to others within the city, he wondered the same thing. Had she actually been surprised or was that little more than a falsehood?

      If she hadn’t been surprised, what would she have thought about his sudden appearance?

      Maybe she believed that he was nothing more than Deshazl, the same way that the Damhur still Called to the Deshazl. If that were the case, then why wouldn’t they have attempted to free him sooner?

      But then, she had. They had brought him to the Dragon’s Eye, giving him the opportunity to be tested—and freed from the Damhur connection. Had they not, Fes’s mind still would’ve been tainted by Elsanelle.

      “There are a great many things about our people that still surprise me. Come. It is time for us to enjoy the festival.”

      “What kind festival is it where there is no food?”

      “The Festival of Fire, of course,” Jesla said, smiling at him. She released his hand and hurried off. She slipped between the crowd of people, and as she did, Fes was tempted to turn away, to head back toward the shore of the Dragon’s Eye and summon the dragon, to call to him so that they could depart. Now that he had a sense of the dragons, there was no other reason for him to be here, was there?

      “Why did you return?” Chornan asked, glancing over at him.

      Fes stared toward where Jesla had disappeared. “We were attacked.”

      “The Damhur?”

      “I think so, but…”

      “If the Damhur attack, you would have known.”

      “That’s what troubles me. Something attacked us. The dragon, at least.”

      “What was it?”

      “That’s what I came here to find out.”

      “That’s why your friend is in the library?”

      “Is that where she is?”

      “Jesla sent word that she should be assisted. The records are not significant, not as they once would have been, but we have given her access to whatever we can.”

      “Why aren’t they significant?”

      “Because of the Damhur.”

      Chornan said it as a matter of fact, as if Fes should have known it without asking, but he still didn’t understand. “What do you mean because of the Damhur?”

      “They took something when they left.” When Fes frowned, Chornan let out a burst of laughter. “The Damhur took the significant records when they departed centuries ago, Fezarn. There would be nothing that we could do today to prevent them from gaining that knowledge, though there are many who have wondered what sort of knowledge they stole when they left.”

      It was one more thing and reason for him to despise Javoor. What did they lose when the Damhur took from the library when they departed? It was probably how the Damhur had managed to learn the secret to raising the dragons long before the empire ever did. With that sort of accumulated knowledge, they might never have forgotten what it would’ve taken. Perhaps the dragons wouldn’t have had to be gone for so long had the Damhur not taken them, but then, even if those books had remained here, would it have mattered?

      Probably not. The Deshazl of Thoras had remained apart from the rest of the world as well, wanting nothing to do with the goings-on everywhere else. By staying separate, they had believed that they were protecting themselves, but in reality, they did nothing other than isolate themselves, avoiding joining in when the rest of the Deshazl needed them.

      “Do you have anything in your library that might explain what we were attacked by?”

      “I am not a librarian, Fezarn.”

      “But you’ve seen it.”

      “I have.”

      “And?”

      “And I doubt it will be of much use.”

      Fes looked toward the center of the clearing, where Jesla had taken a position upon some platform. She stood above everyone else, her hands raised in the air, preparing to speak. The crowd around them was growing silent.

      “We are gathered here today for the Festival of Fire. It is a time of celebration. It’s a time when we give thanks to the creator for all that he has done for us. It’s a time when we recognize that we have been given a great gift.”

      All around him, the Deshazl began to hold on to their connection to power. Fes joined in, feeling compelled, though he didn’t know what they intended to do with their connection to their magic. Maybe it was nothing more than holding on to it, their way of proving that they had that gift, or maybe there was something more, something like the song that had drifted off in the forest.

      “As we give thanks to our creator, we recognize that we do not always act as we should. We, people who should be connected, remain apart from the world. Many of us have detected that over the years.” There was a hint of sadness in her voice, and he wondered if she was speaking about the Asharn or about the people in the empire. “Tonight, as we give our thanks, as we reach for our power and our connection to our people, we must strive to remember what those who came before us knew.”

      Power continued to build, and with it came the sense of a song, the same sort of song that Fes had thought he heard at the edge of the forest.

      It couldn’t be his imagination. It couldn’t be that they were suddenly singing the same song, but there was a different element to it this time.

      Jesla raised her hands to the sky, power pouring out from them, and she continued to sing, calling out with her voice as it too poured from her.

      “If we sing loud enough, and if we sing strong enough, tonight we may be able to connect to all of our people.”

      Fes frowned. This was a song of togetherness? Could he join in? Ever since learning of his connection to the Deshazl, he had wanted to understand that power. He had wanted to be a part of it, and he had wondered if he would be able to do so. Now that he was here, now that he recognized that the Deshazl and the Asharn and the people in the empire were all one people, all descended from the same place, he still didn’t know if he could be a part of it. If he were to continue to chase the dragons, to continue to raise them, struggling to protect them, would he ever be able to have moments like these where he was able to be with his people?

      The song consumed him. Fes continued to sing, letting his voice rise along with the others, and as it did, it reached a crescendo. He sang, the words coming to him, almost as if he had known them in some previous life. Perhaps that was what it was. Maybe it was nothing more than the way the magic pulled through him, calling to him, coming to him through his connection to the Deshazl, or maybe there was more to it than that. Perhaps this was the way that Jesla’s magic worked, the way that her connection to the Deshazl worked.

      Whatever it was, Fes felt compelled to sing along.

      The song flowed, and magic connected them. Deshazl connections stretched out from each of them and pulled on something within him, the same way that he had pulled upon those connections when he had been fighting the Damhur, keeping the dragons safe. Now that he was caught up in the song, he couldn’t see the connections the same way, though he was aware of them.

      Power was pulled out of him, drawn by Jesla.

      There was something to the song that called out. A part of him rebelled against his magic being used without his consent, knowing that it was far too similar to the way that the Damhur used their power, but another part realized that this was his people, and his people could not misuse his power. They were born to it the same way he was born to it. Some were stronger in their ability than others, but all shared in that same magic.

      Fes removed the resistance, letting his power flow freely. Jesla turned on the platform, her hands raised, and as she was turning, a faint glowing began to erupt around her, drawn from her hand, pouring outward and stretching into the sky.

      It was enormously bright, as if she had turned on some massive lantern, and it streaked higher and higher, burning off the darkness, as if they were trying to reach for the sun itself. With each passing moment, that power built, stretching higher and higher, and Fes felt compelled to pour more and more energy into it.

      Then it shifted.

      There was no other way to describe what happened, but Fes could feel the shifting of the magic, the way that it went from being directed upward to being directed downward. It flowed through him, toward the ground, and strangely, he had the distinct awareness that it was heading toward the Dragon’s Eye.

      They were replenishing the stores there. Either that or they were borrowing from it.

      Fes no longer knew which it was. All he knew was that he was a part of it. All he knew was that the song continued to come from him. All he knew was that he could do nothing other than go along with the music that filled him.

      He lost track of how long he sang. His voice and throat felt raw. At some point, he realized that Larshon was up there and that the dragon had joined in. That surprised him for a moment until he realized that of course the dragon would join in. Why wouldn’t the dragon allow his power to flow from him and join the rest of the Deshazl? They shared the same magic, and the same power flowed through them all.

      With the dragon’s song, the light glowed even brighter, and it seemed for a moment as if it pushed out the night, burning it off, daylight coming once again. Moments stretched into minutes, which stretched into hours. Time stood still as that power flowed from the Deshazl, filling the night. Fes’s heart soared with the song.

      And then it faded.

      At first, the light began to fade slowly, drifting into little more than nothingness, but as it did, he looked around, wondering if anyone would begin to depart, the same way they had departed the forest when the song there had stopped.

      Everyone remained. No one moved. Even Jesla remained fixated, her feet frozen in place.

      Fes could scarcely breathe. He expected to be tired, as if drawing that much power should have exhausted him, and yet there was no fatigue. He felt refreshed, as if he were restored, and even though he had been pulling on considerable magic, it didn’t feel as if he had used any at all.

      Maybe he was wrong. Perhaps he hadn’t been drawing on magic it all, but perhaps it was him calling upon the power of the Dragon’s Eye.

      As the sky darkened completely, a flash of bright light streaked across it. It came quickly, moving from north to south and then fading completely.

      What had he just seen?

      It was almost like a shooting star, but it was like no shooting star that he had ever observed before. It was too large, for one, and for another, there had come a surge of power with it.

      A faint murmuring started all around him, and he turned to Chornan. “What was that?”

      “That is the creator giving us his blessing for the year.”

      “What?”

      “We come together for the Festival of Fire, and first we must give our thanks. That is the song you heard earlier and the song you heard now. That song is a demonstration of our power, and our affirmation that we will continue to use our abilities in the way that the creator entrusted us to do. From there, there is the response. If we sing loudly enough and if we do so with enough power, then we can draw the response of the creator, much as you saw this year. Some years, it is not nearly so bright, and I wonder if perhaps the rebirth of the dragons has pleased the creator.”

      Fes glanced back up to the sky. Could that be what it was? It seemed hard to believe that it was, and yet he had seen the glowing ball of fire as it had streaked across the sky. Why not the creator?

      The murmuring of voices continued all around him, and Fes listened. Most people spoke of small things, but there were other conversations that he tried to overhear but couldn’t. After a while, someone grabbed his hand and led him away, and he looked over to see Jesla.

      When they separated from the crowd, he looked over at her. “How is it that you can do that?”

      “The creator has given all of us gifts.”

      “That is… impressive.”

      “There are many of our people who think that what you have done is impressive. You have restored the dragons, Fezarn. You came to us, you survived testing in the Dragon’s Eye, and you have overpowered the Damhur. It gives people hope of a time long ago.”

      “The people don’t remember what it was like long ago.”

      “Don’t they? What did I tell you about needing to remember your past to know where you’re going? I understand that there is a benefit in understanding who we once were. All of us who live in Thoras can see that the people who once were, when we were combined with the Damhur, were greater than what we are today. None of us could re-create any of this. You have just witnessed the extent of our power, and there is no creation in that.”

      “You hope to return to the time when cities like this existed?”

      “We hope to find that peace. Many hope to no longer fear the return of the Damhur. It should be a time of celebration, not a time of terror.”

      “I don’t know that they’ll ever change their perception of the Deshazl.”

      “And there were some who said they didn’t know if there would ever come a time when the dragons would return. Is that not so impossible for us to believe?”

      Fes smiled. “I believed that the dragons would never return.”

      “And now you are the one who drives their return. Perhaps the rest will be on you as well, though I wonder why that should be.”

      “I wonder, too.”

      “Why don’t we see if your friend has uncovered anything.”

      They continued through the city, weaving through streets that had been emptied during the festival. A darkness hung over everything, so strange after the festival song had created such bright light. It seemed hollow, empty, and there was a part of Fes that rebelled against it, wanting to raise his voice in song once again, to bring back that light, to see if they could do anything to push back the darkness and the night.

      “Is that the key to stopping the shadow you saw hanging over all of us?” he asked.

      “The song?” She glanced toward him, shaking her head. “That song is only for the Deshazl, and though the Damhur may be able to join in, I don’t know that their song would add anything to it.”

      “And how do you expect us to be able to overpower the darkness?”

      “The first step is bringing our peoples together. The same as you had wanted to do before, I seem to recall.”

      “I did. I do. I wonder if the attack on the dragons needs to take precedence at this point.”

      “If we abandon who we are to fight, then what have we become?”

      “There you go again.”

      “There I go again with what?”

      “With your particular brand of philosophy.”

      She grinned at him. “My particular brand of philosophy is different than what others would approve of.”

      “The people seem to appreciate it.”

      “The people appreciate me during the festival. They appreciate the fact that I recognize the connection that we share. But there are times when they wonder if perhaps I might be biased in a way that they do not approve of.”

      “What sort of bias?”

      “Toward unification.”

      They reached a strange building. It was sharp angles rather than curves, and the entire surface of it had a flat black rather than a scaled appearance. Small windows cut into the wall broke up the surface, and Jesla pushed open the door, stepping inside. Once inside, light glowed softly. Fes looked around, looking for the source of lanterns, but there were none. It seemed as if the walls themselves glowed, casting a bright white light that lit everything—much like the song had cast the light and lit everything.

      “This is the library?”

      “Unfortunately, it’s not much. Once, it would’ve been more impressive, but that time has long since passed. Now, the library is only a place of congregation, though we do have several volumes of work that we prize.”

      She guided him through the building, and he saw a half-dozen shelves stretching from floor to ceiling, no more than that, and while there were plenty of books on the shelves, there weren’t nearly as many as he had seen in similar places within the empire.

      Despite that, the knowledge that would be here would be ancient. It would be incredible, a storehouse of knowledge that would define the Deshazl. That knowledge could be tapped into, could be borrowed from, and as he looked around, he wondered if perhaps they might find the answers that they had been searching for.

      Jesla guided him to a table near the back wall. There he came across Jayell, her head bowed as she poured over a book, flipping pages slowly, scanning through them. A stack of similar-sized books rested on the corner of the table, and there was another stack on the floor.

      Jesla cleared her throat as she approached and Jayell looked up. “Is it time for me to leave?”

      Jesla shook her head. “No. I brought your friend to join you.”

      “Fes. I probably should have joined you before now, but I got caught up in my study.”

      “Did you find anything?”

      “There isn’t much here that I can make sense of. I tried, but the language is difficult.”

      Fes leaned over her shoulder, looking down at the page. The words were written in a strange scrawl, and they looked to be symbols more than anything else. He glanced over at Jayell. “How are you able to make out anything from this?”

      “They provided me with a guidebook,” she said, tapping a small book that rested near her. “Without that, I probably wouldn’t have been able to decipher anything. Even with it, I’m not able to decipher much.” She glanced up at Jesla. “The librarians have been helpful, but they had to leave a little while ago.”

      “They did. All within the city must attend the Festival of Fire.”

      Her eyes widened slightly. “Oh. I’m sorry. Am I keeping you from the festival?”

      Fes glanced over at Jesla, laughing softly. “I think that it’s over, though I might be wrong.”

      “Did I miss anything?”

      “You’re not Deshazl,” Jesla said.

      “Would that matter?”

      Fes frowned. “It might not. I don’t really know.”

      “What was it like?”

      “It was unlike anything I’d ever experienced before,” Fes said. Even now, he tried to think back to what he’d experienced during the song, but it seemed to be a blur. In some ways, it reminded him of how his mind had felt when he had been Called by the Damhur. It was almost as if they had Called each other, drawing their power out, but perhaps that wasn’t what it was at all. “Have you found anything?”

      “Unfortunately, nothing that might be of much use. The library isn’t nearly as impressive as what I would’ve expected.”

      “From what I understand, when the Damhur departed, they took many of the oldest works.”

      Jayell sat back, sliding the book forward. She kept her hand on one page as the other pages began to close around her, and she breathed out heavily. Her eyes looked weary, and wrinkles along the corners of them caught the shadows. “If it’s not here, then I don’t know how we’re going to find anything.”

      “Short of going to Javoor,” Fes said.

      “That won’t be safe.”

      He shook his head. “Probably not. You were there when Valenahr was. He wants to Call me, and I got the sense that he still thinks that I should be controlled.”

      “If that’s going to provide the information that we need, then maybe we need to go anyway.”

      Fes nodded. “It might be necessary, but…”

      “You don’t want to go.”

      “I don’t know if I can. I don’t trust anyone in Javoor, and certainly not one of the Trivent, to not harm us.”

      “What now, then?”

      Fes didn’t know. He had been struggling with what they needed to do, and the longer that he thought about it, the less confident he was. Now that he knew the dragons weren’t destroyed—the strange Deshazl song having shown him that—he thought that he needed to discover more about these creatures.

      “What if we join the empire?” she asked.

      “We have joined the empire,” Fes said.

      “Not like that. I’m thinking more along the lines of the meeting that Ellorayne is having with them.”

      “I don’t know that it’s the right idea.” He could imagine Azithan’s reaction were he to go. “Besides, I don’t know where that is.”

      “I do. I was working with Azithan, and he told me where they were going to meet.”

      Fes frowned. Could they do that? With the right negotiation tactic, it might be possible to get that information from the Damhur. And then they could stop these strange creatures from attacking the dragons.
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      Morning came slowly. Fes struggled to sleep, finding it challenging to settle his mind after everything that he had seen and been through, and by the time sunlight first crested over the distant mountains, he felt no more rested than he had when the night had started. If anything, he felt a little bit worse, though at least now his stores of power had replenished somewhat.

      Crawling out of the small room that he’d been given by the Deshazl, Fes stepped out onto the street, stretching as he looked around. In the early morning, a faint breeze gusted through the city, carrying with it the strange sense of the distant Dragon’s Eye. There was something familiar about that smell, an aroma that reminded him of Azithan, of all people. Fes smiled to himself and looked around. There was no movement at this time of the morning, though smoke drifted from dozens of chimneys throughout the strange city. The smell of the smoke added to that drifting off the distant Dragon’s Eye, making the city have its own distinct aroma. Surprisingly, Fes felt a sense of warmth, of welcome, almost as if this could be home in a way that Anuhr had never been to him.

      Jayell slipped her arm underneath his, joining him out on the street. “What is it?” she asked. She had a thick, striped multicolor blanket wrapped around her, and she drew it tight over her shoulders as she stared at the street with him.

      “Just a sense that I had.”

      “What sense is that?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      She pulled him toward her, forcing him to meet her gaze. “Why wouldn’t it matter?”

      “It’s just…”

      “It’s just what?”

      Fes turned away from her, looking out at the street. The way that he felt didn’t even make sense. It wasn’t that he had come looking for some new home. He had been content within Anuhr, not minding the fact that he had often felt as if he didn’t entirely belong, and even here, in a city that seemed ready-made for him, he didn’t feel as if he belonged, but… The sense of belonging was stronger here than it had been within Anuhr. If nothing else, there was something very much about this place that fit him.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      She smiled, squeezing his hands and drawing them toward her. “You would stay here.”

      “I don’t know that I could stay here.”

      “No? You’ve been welcomed by the people. You share in their ability. You have been tested by their customs. It seems to me that you very much could stay here.”

      “Not until all of this is resolved.”

      “At some point, Fes, you’re going to have to decide if you have to be the one to take care of all of this or if others can do so.”

      “I’m hopeful that at some point, it won’t be necessary.”

      If nothing else, he wanted to reach a point where the Deshazl no longer had to fear their ability, where they no longer had to be concerned about the Damhur Calling them. Eventually, he wanted to get to the place where people—his people—no longer had to hide.

      And almost as much, he wanted the dragons to rejoin the world without fearing that they might be Called. That was as important to him as anything else. Especially now that he had played such an instrumental role in returning the dragons to the world. Until then, he had to be concerned about what was taking place, and his role in it. Until then, he needed to take an active position, doing whatever was necessary to ensure that his people—and the dragons—were unharmed.

      They stood arm in arm for a few moments. In those moments, there was a sense of peace, of belonging, and despite how foreign and strange this city might feel, it also suited him in a way that so many other places did not.

      Taking a deep breath, Fes turned back to Jayell. “Delaying does nothing.”

      “Are you concerned about what needs to happen today?”

      “I don’t know that I can be.” They were limited in how much time they had before the envoy of fire mages from the empire reached the envoy from Javoor.

      It was more than just reaching them at the same time, and if he didn’t manage to negotiate a certain part of it, they might lose out, needing to find another way to understand these creatures that were attacking.

      “I wonder if we need to check on the dragons before we do anything else.”

      “You are the one who said that the dragons were unharmed.”

      He took a deep breath. “It seemed that the Deshazl song showed me that, but I can’t detect them very well, and—”

      Jayell squeezed his hand. “You might not be able to detect them, but do you doubt that the power flowing through you was wrong?”

      Fes focused on the memory, the sense of power that had flowed through him when the song had been there. There had been a distinct element to it that had felt right. There was no other way to describe it. The power had been there, and in that power, he had known the sense of the dragons.

      “No. I don’t think it was wrong.”

      “Then focus on what you know you must do.”

      He smiled. Peeling the blanket from her shoulders, he folded it up, throwing it over his arm, and motioned for her to follow. They made their way through the city. Every so often, a gust of wind would pull at his dragon-scale cloak, tugging at it and sending it fluttering in such a way that it almost seemed as if a dragon was flying near him. Fes focused on Larshon, searching for evidence of the distant dragon. He was there, and Fes could feel him, but he was not flying overhead.

      As they reached the edge of the older part of the city, nothing more than the wooden structures lingering in the distance, Fes slowed. Near the shore of the Dragon’s Eye, he found Larshon. The dragon rested with most of his body in the water, only his head and neck on the shore. The great dragon kept his eyes open, watching as Fes approached, and as he did, he emerged, shedding the liquid from his wings. It steamed from his body, the water dripping thicker than it usually should be.

      “Larshon?” Fes asked as they approached.

      The dragon shook himself, sending the splattering of Dragon’s Eye water all around. “I was resting and restoring myself.”

      “In the Dragon’s Eye?”

      “There is something about it that is welcoming.”

      Fes approached the shore and crouched near the Dragon’s Eye. Ever since he had been submerged, he’d only been in the pool of strange liquid one other time. There was something about it that gave off the hint of power. He could feel it, and if he were to draw upon his Deshazl connection, Fes suspected that he would be able to use it, though some distant part of him knew he should not.

      “We intend to find the empire where they are meeting with Javoor.”

      “I felt your concern,” the dragon said.

      “Then you recognize why I’m concerned?”

      “You fear that they might attempt to Call me.”

      “I don’t know if they will be able to do so or not, but when we met with the Damhur before, there was a man who had enough power that he nearly overpowered my ability to resist.”

      “I fail to see your reason for concern.”

      “He nearly overpowered me, Larshon.”

      “Exactly. Nearly is not the same as having done it. You are a strong Deshazl, Fezarn. You have become stronger in the time that we have worked together. I don’t fear that you will lose yourself to someone like that.”

      “I have concern for myself and more concern for—”

      “For me.”

      “Yes.”

      “And have you not shown me that there is no reason for concern?”

      “I’m able to protect myself, Larshon, but I still worry what would happen if one of the dragons were Called. We saw what happened when they tormented you the last time.”

      “The last time will be the last time.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Just the two of you are going?”

      “I don’t know that any others need to go.”

      “What about her?”

      Fes turned and saw an old friend. The stooped form of Arudis approached, leaning on a cane, her silver hair pulled back into a bun and the dragon-scale cloak hanging from her shoulders more brightly colored than the one Fes wore. She seemed slower than the last time he’d seen her.

      “Fezarn,” she said, smiling as she approached him. She tapped her cane on the ground and the sharp sound echoed in the early morning. “I thought that I would see you, but you were planning to leave before then?”

      “Much needs to be done.”

      “There is always much that needs to be done, Fezarn. Of all the messages that I would have you learn from me, I suppose that is perhaps the most important. You have always served our people well, but you haven’t always served yourself nearly as well.”

      “I’m just trying to do what’s right.”

      “As you always do.” She smiled, stepping toward him, and then tapped him with her cane. “When you first came to me, you likened yourself to a common criminal, but even then, you were acting selflessly.” Her gaze drifted to Jayell, and she smiled. “I doubt that I ever would have believed that this is the person you would have become, and yet… It suits you, Fezarn. Knowing you as I do, I believe this is what you were meant to do.”

      Something to the words struck a chord with Fes. “I met Valenahr.”

      The corners of her eyes tightened briefly. “Where?”

      “With the contingent of Damhur summoned by Jesla.”

      “Valenahr is dangerous,” she said.

      “I had that sense from him. He attempted to Call me.”

      “I thought you said that the Dragon’s Eye protected us from the Damhur. Even from the Trivent.”

      “And it should.” Fes glanced beyond her. There was no movement at the edge of the city, but other Deshazl from within Thoras had begun to move along the streets. Everyone was a little bit slow, almost as if the festival from the night before had taken something out of them, but for Fes, it seemed to have given him something. It gave him a sense of purpose and strength, and it gave him an awareness of the rest of the Deshazl that he had been missing. Not only that, but there was a welcome that came with it. “When he attempted to Call me, it was different than when I had been Called before. I was aware of what he was trying, and because of that, I was able to resist it in a way that I had not been able to do so before.”

      “It troubles me that he should have come here.”

      “From what I was able to understand, he came under the impression that the Deshazl would return with him. He seemed to believe that most of the Deshazl could return to their servitude of the Damhur.”

      “He must have gotten that impression somewhere.”

      “I doubt he got it from Jesla,” Fes said. But then, maybe she had provided him that impression, if only to coax him into coming. He could easily see her doing something like that to try to convince him, mostly because she believed that there was a need for the Damhur and the Deshazl to come back together.

      Would she have been willing to sacrifice their people on behalf of that belief?

      Fes didn’t think so, but what if she would?

      “Jesla often acts from a different set of priorities than the rest of us,” Arudis said.

      “You would say that even though she’s been willing to work with you?”

      Arudis smiled at him. “I would say that because she has been willing to work with me. I recognize someone who shares my sentimentality.”

      “And what sentimentality is that?”

      “That of one who wants nothing but the best for her people. There is a practicality to Jesla that I have always shared.”

      “I don’t have a sense of practicality from her. The sense I have from her is more one of trying to restore greatness.” And he wasn’t entirely sure that was an appropriate or accurate description. She wanted the people to better understand where they came from and wanted them to know what Thoras had once been like, and Fes suspected that she believed they wouldn’t be able to do so without working together the way they once had.

      “Where are you going now?” Arudis asked.

      “I am going to see what I can learn from the Damhur,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “Something has happened, Arudis. Something that makes me uncomfortable, and it should make you uncomfortable.”

      “What is it?”

      “There was an attack, but it’s one that we don’t really understand.”

      “And you think the Damhur are responsible?”

      “I’m not sure if they are. It’s just that if they aren’t, they might be the only ones who have information that could help us.”

      “I’m troubled by this,” she said.

      “As am I.”

      “Where do you intend to meet them?”

      “The empire is meeting with the Damhur.”

      She clasped her hands together, meeting his eyes for a moment. “They seek a peace treaty.”

      “They do.”

      “Even though they understand what the Damhur might do?”

      “I think the peace treaty is to prevent the Damhur from doing anything like that again.”

      “The emperor is not a fool. He must know that the Damhur can’t be trusted.”

      “I’m not sure that it’s about trust. I think in his mind, it’s more about ensuring stability. Safety. If he can buy time before the next attack, the emperor would want to do so.”

      “And during that time, the Damhur will prepare.”

      “According to Azithan, it also gives the empire an opportunity to prepare.” And it might work. At least in this case, the emperor and the empire might not be blinded to the fact that there were other dangers. The empire had known about Javoor, and they had known about the Asharn, but they had viewed them as a distant threat, not one that would ever be likely to cause any real trouble within the empire. Would Javoor take the long game approach again? It wouldn’t surprise Fes to learn that they would, that they would be willing to wait, spending decades to centuries once again to capitalize on the empire’s willingness to just wait.

      “How will your intervention be received?” Arudis asked.

      Fes shook his head. “I imagine it won’t be received all that well.”

      “I would like to go with you.”

      He chuckled. “Because you want to see how poorly my welcome is received?”

      “Because I think that I have learned what I need here, and now it’s time for me to help our people once again in a way that only I might be able to do.”

      “And how is that?” Fes asked.

      “I may have been from Javoor originally, but over the years, I have claimed the empire as my home. In doing so, I have become a part of both places. I might be particularly well-suited to ensure that not only are our people protected by whatever treaty is made, but that the Damhur are seen for who they really are.”

      Fes smiled, glancing over at Jayell, who had remained silent throughout the entire exchange. Concern etched on her face, and he suspected that he should share it. It wasn’t just that Arudis wanted to go and be a part of this treaty, but it was that she might go and disrupt it. Jayell had taken on a different role within the empire, however informally. By training with Azithan, she had set herself into a situation where she had a different responsibility.

      “If you go, it opens up the possibility that they might be able to Call you.”

      “I believe you said we were protected by having experienced the Dragon’s Eye.”

      “I said that I was, but I don’t know if you’re strong enough.” He smiled as he said it and Arudis smacked him with her cane.

      “I have forgotten more about how to protect my mind than you will ever learn, Fezarn. Those of us who come from Javoor—and managed to escape—understand what is necessary to do so. Now, if you will excuse me, I believe the dragon is waiting for me.”

      She pushed past him. Larshon lowered his head for her, allowing her to climb on his back.

      Fes glanced over at Jayell, shrugging, and joined Arudis at Larshon. He looked up at the massive dragon. “Traitor.”

      “She is Deshazl,” Larshon said.

      “As if that’s all you care about.”

      “You have a fondness for her.”

      “Don’t tell her that.”

      “I believe it’s too late,” Larshon said.

      Arudis watched him, sitting in the spot on Larshon’s back where Fes usually sat. He shook his head, climbing onto the dragon’s back and sitting behind her. Jayell made her way up more slowly, cautiously, and she wrapped her hands around his waist, squeezing tightly. He enjoyed the warmth coming from Jayell, appreciating the pressure of her body against his and wishing for another day or two within Thoras. While here, he felt a certain sense of comfort. Jayell had been at ease, as well, and though this wasn’t her homeland and it wasn’t a place of her people, she had been welcomed.

      When it was all over, would she be willing to come with him to a place like this?

      He hadn’t considered that, but maybe they would have to end up in the empire, a place where both of them could be welcomed. Surprisingly, it was a place where the descendants of both the Damhur and the Deshazl existed, however distantly related they might be to those ancient people.

      Larshon took flight. As he climbed into the sky, he circled, taking a spiraling pattern that brought him up over the Dragon’s Eye. Fes leaned over the side of the dragon as they rose higher and higher into the sky, watching the strange glowing water far below him. From above, and in the early morning, there seemed to be an increased intensity to the orange glowing within the water. It was brighter than it had been when he had been here last, though perhaps that was only by nature of the reflection from the sunlight. Then again, the festival had seemed to tap into the Dragon’s Eye in some way, as if the people were fueling it, granting their power to the Dragon’s Eye, or perhaps drawing from it. Fes wasn’t entirely sure which it was.

      He focused on where Larshon should guide them, and they headed south, veering across the forest. As they traveled, it gave Fes an opportunity to look at the circles once again. They were still visible, and now the edge of the forest around them had changed.

      “Larshon,” he called out, tapping the side of the dragon. The elder dragon spiraled upward before twisting and angling downward so that they could look.

      As Fes had thought, not only were the circles unchanged, there was something about the edge of the clearing that had changed. There was something almost wilted about the perimeter.

      “Do you see that?” Jayell whispered.

      “I see it. I can almost feel it,” he said.

      “What happened?”

      “Whatever caused those is changing the forest itself.”

      “By killing it?”

      “Maybe at first. Maybe it was just the fact that the surrounding trees were destroyed that’s causing the rest of them to wilt.”

      Power built from Jayell, and she sent a surge of her fire mage magic out, letting it streak toward the ground. Fes could feel how it did and focused on the energy from it, on the way that her spell struck the ground, spreading out as it did, and then changing. When it reached the perimeter of the forest, Jayell pushed with increased intensity.

      Beyond that, he wasn’t able to make out anything of her spell, though there had to be something to it, as she continued to hold onto it, pushing with incredible strength, and more than that, incredible control.

      “I can feel it,” she whispered.

      “What do you feel?”

      “I don’t know what it is. It’s almost as if there’s a force in the forest.”

      “What kind of force?” Was it the Damhur or something else?

      “I don’t know if it’s magical or not. It’s some sort of force,” she said. She continued leaning over the side of the dragon, holding onto Fes. He held her tightly, refusing to let her fall again. Power continued to flow from her, rolling away from her in an incredible display of control. It was tightly focused, almost as if she sent it directly toward the center of the circle, and he was reminded of the way Azithan had used his fire mage spell to detect others.

      Could she be trying to probe the ground, trying to see if there was any sort of magic there that could be used? His own power was so different from hers, but could he try to do the same thing?

      As she focused her power, Fes pushed out, drawing briefly from Larshon, and sent a focused burst of Deshazl magic toward the center of the clearing. Strangely, though not surprisingly, it combined with the fire magic that Jayell had been working, and it caused his own power to reverberate, to echo within him. As it did, he was far more aware than he thought he would have been had he not had Jayell’s magic on the ground with his. The reverberation told him far more than what he had discovered before.

      There had been something here. It had been powerful. Large. And it had carried with it its own sort of magic. Whatever magic that had been here had been different than both the Deshazl and the Damhur magic.

      That didn’t surprise him, but what did surprise him was the fact that he could feel it. He was fully aware of how that magic was here or had been. It was gone, but a residual effect remained.

      He had started to reduce his hold on his Deshazl magic when Jayell’s grip on his side stiffened.

      “Keep holding onto it,” she whispered.

      “Why?”

      “Because I think we can contain it.”

      “How?”

      “Let me guide us.”

      He tapped Larshon’s side. “Can you hold us here for a moment?”

      “If we must.”

      Jayell continued to push her power outward, and Fes allowed her to control the nature of the spell. He held onto his power and found that Arudis joined him, sending out a similar burst of power, and together, they pressed that power into the center of the clearing. Jayell performed some twisting control with her magic and then sat up, leaning back, releasing her hold on her magic. She breathed out heavily. “It’s done.”

      “Okay, but what is done?”

      “I don’t know, but whatever was down there seems to be impacting the rest of the forest. I did what I could to control it, to prevent it from causing additional damage, and I think… I think I was able to do so.”

      “This is just one place,” Fes said. “There are dozens of these.”

      Jayell leaned over the side of the dragon again and nodded slowly. “There are dozens, which means that we need to act on all of them.”

      “Jayell…”

      “I know that you want to get to the Damhur and the empire envoy, but we still have time. If we do this, it won’t take but a short period of time, and then we can rejoin the others. We don’t know what’s going on here, and until we do, I think it’s best that we contain it if we can.”

      “I think she’s right,” Arudis said.

      “You don’t even know what this is.”

      “I recognize that it shouldn’t be here.”

      “There are many of them like this,” Fes said. “All are scattered throughout the forest. One of them seems to have completely destroyed the Asharn city.”

      “Even more reason to contain them.”

      “And we were investigating these when the dragon was attacked.”

      He sensed unease from the dragon. Fes shared in that unease. What would happen if they were attacked again while working to try to contain these? It had taken considerable power to contain the one, and if they did so to the others, potentially dozens, it would drain them quite a bit more.

      “We can take turns,” Arudis said. She patted his hand. “You fear your ability to protect the dragon. I’m offering you an opportunity and a way that we can do this—something that I agree with the Lady Jayell about—and still maintain the necessary strength if we are attacked.”

      Fes wanted to argue, but Larshon spoke up. “They are right. We must do this.”

      “Even if it means another attack?”

      “You can protect me from another attack.”

      “Not if I am weakened by trying to contain this power.”

      “How much will be lost if you don’t do it?”

      Fes didn’t know. Perhaps more than he realized, which was exactly the reason that he needed to do what they were both suggesting.

      “Let’s do it,” he said. “But let’s be quick about it.”
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      Exhaustion threatened to overwhelm Fes, but as they swept over the forest, the strange circles having been wholly contained, he couldn’t help but feel as if Jayell had been right. They had needed to do this, regardless of his reservations. It had taken them the better part of the morning. Longer than he would’ve expected when they first began, but then, not only he and Arudis had grown tired, but Jayell had as well. The dragon hadn’t seemed to suffer any ill effects, though Fes wasn’t really expecting Larshon to be weakened by their desire to contain the strange magic that flowed through here. Larshon had willingly given his power to not only Fes but also to Arudis, and the combined energy of the two of them had allowed them to suppress the strange magic as much as possible.

      He sank into Larshon’s back and tapped his side. “Why don’t we take a break?”

      The dragon descended, barely doing anything but agreeing. As they reached the ground, Fes climbed off, offering his hand to both Jayell and Arudis. The two women joined him as he made his way to the shore, looking out over the water. The sun still had not reached its peak, and the warmth of the day was beginning to grow. Were it not for the protection it offered, Fes probably would have peeled the dragon-scale cloak from his shoulders, but having it on allowed him a certain protection that he was hesitant to remove. He didn’t want to risk losing it on the chance that they were attacked again. So far, they had not encountered any more strange creatures like the one that had attacked them the day before, but he worried that they wouldn’t have enough warning if such a creature did come.

      The sea breeze gusted toward them, and Fes breathed it in. He was tired, but it was a good sort of tiredness. Jayell joined him on the shore, looking out over the water. Fes glanced over to see Arudis speaking with Larshon, though he couldn’t hear what they were saying.

      “Thank you for your help,” Jayell said.

      “You don’t have to thank me.”

      “I know that you weren’t sure that it was the right thing to do.”

      “But you were. I trust you.”

      She smiled a moment, watching him. “Do you remember when we first met?”

      Fes glanced over at her, smiling. “Quite well. I could barely move.”

      Now that he better understood his Deshazl magic, he wondered if he would still be able to be controlled in such a way. When the dragon pearls had been placed next to him, power surging through them, they had held him in place. Would such a spell work on him now? It was possible that it would. When he had been working to save the dragons, there had been some sort of spell that had confined him, a spell that was different than a Calling, which had attempted to control him. With the right fire magic, he might not be able to act.

      “I remember when we first came across you. It was clear even then that you had considerable power. I knew very little about those like you, and all I knew was that those with Deshazl bloodlines were powerful, though not exactly how, or what it meant.”

      “And still you wanted to help that boy.”

      “We were using him,” she whispered. “It was selfish, and I thought… It doesn’t matter what I thought. I wish that we would’ve had a chance to help him more.”

      “Azithan has been working with him,” Fes said.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because he told me. I asked him, and… well, Azithan has no reason to lie to me about things like that. Besides, at the time, I thought that having him work with Azithan would be beneficial.”

      “Azithan can’t teach him what he needs to know about his Deshazl connection.”

      “He can’t, but he also can provide a certain level of protection until this is all over.”

      “I thought you wanted everyone to know their Deshazl magic.”

      “I do, but at the same time, he had suffered enough. When I began to understand how Deshazl magic could be used, I considered having him go and work with Arudis, but what would that have accomplished? All it would have done would have been to open him up to being used differently.”

      “Are you so certain that Azithan hasn’t attempted to use him differently?”

      “I don’t know.” Fes let out a sigh. “I don’t think so, but when it comes Azithan, I don’t always know.”

      “I don’t either. Even after I’ve been working with him as often as I have over the last few months, I still don’t have a good read on him. I don’t know exactly what he’s after.”

      “From what he said of you, he’s after your ability and how it can serve the empire.”

      “Fes—”

      “That’s what he said. If that’s what you want to do, then…”

      She took his hand, turning toward him. “You don’t need to fear that I’m suddenly going to disappear from your life.”

      “I’m not concerned about that. I do wonder if perhaps the nature of what we have will change.”

      “Hasn’t it changed already?”

      “Because we’ve been fighting the Damhur?”

      “It’s the reason I often think back to when we first met. Everything was simpler then. I was simpler, wanting nothing more than to follow the Path of the Flame. At that time, dragons were still an impossible dream, and I had nothing more than a desire to return them to the world, and you were a man who had power, but a man who I could tell fought for what he knew was right. That is why I went with you.”

      “Well, not exactly,” Fes said.

      “Why is that?”

      “You didn’t really have much of a choice at first.”

      She shook her head. “Are you going to keep throwing that at me?”

      “I figure it’s about the only thing that I have.”

      “I believe you’ve made plenty of mistakes in your life, too.”

      “I have, which is why when I have one that you made, I have to take advantage of it.” He smiled, pulling her close. “When Azithan said that you would take over for him, I have to admit that it upset me.”

      “I would talk to you before I made any decision.”

      “I know you would, but the fact that you’re tempted still makes me uncertain.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t know where it leaves me.” He turned away, looking at the shore. As he tried to peel his hand from Jayell, he found he couldn’t. She clung on tightly, forcing him to hold her hand. “When I was in Thoras, I couldn’t help but feel as if I belonged there, and yet… I knew that you did not.”

      “That’s what you are worried about?”

      “How can I not? Eventually, this will all be over. When it is, I don’t really know what we’ll do.”

      Jayell squeezed his hands. “You don’t need to worry about that.”

      “Don’t I? If you stay on to serve the emperor, whether that’s the current emperor or Jaken, when he eventually assumes the title, I won’t be able to remain.”

      “Why not?” She forced him to meet her gaze. “Why couldn’t you serve the empire? You’ve done quite a bit so far, and though you might not see it the same way, you do serve the empire in everything that you do and have done. If Jaken assumes the title of emperor, you could become the commander of the Dragon Guard.”

      “I doubt Jaken would see it the same way.”

      “Jaken sees you as a valuable asset. I imagine that he would be all too willing to have you as part of the Dragon Guard.”

      Fes could only smile. With everything that they’d gone through, he didn’t know whether he could and should even be concerned about what would come after. For now, they had to focus on surviving, not on worrying about a time beyond the Damhur and a time beyond saving the dragons. For the first time in his life, Fes allowed himself to have some hope for that future. And why shouldn’t he want that hope? Why shouldn’t he want something more than what he had already experienced?

      Larshon approached, heat radiating off him, Arudis accompanying him. “How long do you intend to remain here?”

      “Are you getting bored of our presence?”

      “I’m getting bored with remaining. I would prefer to hunt, but if that is not possible, I would like to know.”

      “I didn’t realize that you were suffering so much.”

      Larshon growled softly. “We’ve been flying for most of the last few days. If I need to wait, I will.”

      “Hopefully this won’t take much longer,” he said.

      “I have been around you long enough, Fezarn, that I understand that your plans don’t always pan out.”

      “Unfortunately, you might be right. Considering we don’t know exactly what the empire might do, I’m afraid that we need to be ready for any possibility and eventuality.”

      And it was time for them to be on their way. They had been here long enough, waiting, and he had no idea how much longer it would take for them to reach the envoy. Jayell seemed to know where to find it, and when they did, what would they do?

      “The hunt must come later, then,” Larshon said, lowering his head.

      Arudis climbed on first, taking her position in the same spot that she had before—Fes’s spot. He helped Jayell climb on the dragon’s back, and then he got on, situating himself so that he could get comfortable. They took off, the dragon catching the air, and streaked over the ocean. The dragon banked off to the side, spinning so that Fes could catch a last look at Javoor before they continued onward.

      The forest practically called to him. There was something about it that drew his eye, and he stared, looking for movement, signs of the Asharn, or even the sign of the strange creature that had attacked them before, but there was nothing. The creature troubled him, but the absence of the Asharn troubled him almost as much.

      Jayell patted him on the arm, and he twisted so that he could look over his shoulder at her. She flashed a smile. “You don’t need to worry so much.”

      “I don’t like not knowing.”

      “None of us do, but you have to embrace the uncertainty.”

      They turned away, heading out over the open water. From what Jayell had said, the envoy was meeting at an island in the middle of the ocean. It was a place Fes knew nothing about, but Jayell assured him that the island would be safe for not only the empire, but also for Javoor. It would be a place that both nations would need to travel to by ship, and where his arrival on a dragon would do more than raise eyebrows. It would cause problems.

      “Who wanted the meeting here?” Fes asked.

      “Javoor suggested the location,” Jayell said. “Azithan checked on it. He agreed that it is a reasonable place to meet.”

      “What if they have some traps set?”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if they did, but even if they wanted to do something that might harm our people, I doubt they would be able to do so very easily. There are only so many people who can be unloaded on the shores of this island.”

      They continued to head across the water. The dragon stayed high in the air, sweeping through the sky, every so often piercing through clouds and sending a spray of mist over them. There was something relaxing about being here, about having the dragon soaring with them, and yet he couldn’t shake the uncertainty of where they were going and what they might encounter.

      They had been flying for nearly an hour when the distant sight of the island came into view. Fes motioned to it, drawing Jayell’s attention, and she frowned, squinting into the distance until she could see it. Arudis had no such difficulty making it out, not that Fes would expect her to. As one of the Deshazl, she shared their augmented eyesight.

      He saw no sign of ships around the island.

      “Where would they have come in?”

      “I don’t know,” Jayell said.

      The island was more substantial than he had expected, and a peak near the center drew his attention. Trees of a deep green surrounded the shoreline, though they disappeared toward the center of it. Waves lapped at the sandy shores, the deep blue water swirling as it did. The dragon circled around the island, giving Fes an opportunity to take it in from all sides, and as they did, he continued to look for evidence of the ships, but there were none.

      “Are we too late?”

      Jayell shook her head. “We shouldn’t be too late. Ellorayne had only left a day or so before we did. It would’ve taken them days to reach here.”

      Fes turned and looked toward the north, toward the distant empire, and didn’t see any sign of ships making their way across the water.

      Tapping on Larshon’s side, they angled toward the north, spinning so that they could continue to make their way toward the empire. As they did, Fes continued looking for signs of ships. Either they had not yet arrived—or they had already departed.

      There was no sign of them.

      Jayell frowned. “They should have been here by now.”

      The longer that they flew, the more and more uncertain Fes became. Their flight took them toward the empire, and after only a short while, the distant edge of the empire came into view. He tapped on Larshon’s side again, and the dragon turned, heading back toward the island. Had they missed the ships somewhere?

      If they hadn’t, there had to be another explanation.

      When they reached the island, Fes signaled to Larshon to descend, and they quickly reached the shore. The dragon dropped into the sand along the shore, and Fes slowly climbed down, holding onto his Deshazl connection. He did so cautiously, concerned that there might be something here, but as he pushed outward with his magic, he felt nothing.

      The water was warm and comfortable, and the waves lapped at the shore. The air carried the scent of salt and a fragrance coming off the island, a floral aroma that Fes had never smelled before. A chirping came from deep within the trees, but there was no other sound.

      “Neither side is here,” Jayell said. “We should return and see if they have already come back to the empire.”

      “There was no sign of any ships,” Fes said.

      “I’m aware of that. I was there with you,” Jayell said.

      “Does it not trouble you?”

      “What troubles me is that there is no sign of either party.”

      Fes turned his attention to Larshon. “Did you see anything that looks like the remains of ships?”

      The dragon growled softly. “I wasn’t looking for anything like that.”

      “Would you?”

      Larshon took to the air, and as he did, Fes had a moment where he felt a hint of unease. He shouldn’t feel that way, and there was no reason to be concerned about Larshon leaving them behind, but after what they had already gone through, he couldn’t help but have that uncertainty. If the dragon left them, or if something happened to him, they would be stranded here. Fes had control over his Deshazl magic, and had already learned that he could use it to explode into the sky, but would he be able to have enough control over it to reach the empire—or Javoor?

      Jayell made her way along the sandy beach, holding up the ends of her dress. Fes followed her, pushing outward with his sense of Deshazl magic, and as he did, he searched for a sign of something else, anything that would help him understand if there was power here, but there was nothing.

      “Why again did they choose this island?” Fes asked Jayell as they walked. Arudis trailed after them, only a few steps behind. He was thankful that she hadn’t gone in a different direction.

      “Javoor suggested it. They claimed that it was an equal distance between each of our lands, and it seems that is the case.”

      “Javoor wouldn’t have suggested anything that didn’t benefit them,” Fes said.

      “They would if they were trying to reach an actual peace agreement,” Jayell said.

      “You can’t believe that.”

      “Why can’t I? Look, Fes. You’ve proven to the Damhur that you are able to overpower their Calling. You removed the dragons that they had Called, taking away the one strength they thought they might have over the empire. While our fire mages might have used considerable power, burning through the relics that we had possessed, we aren’t helpless. There are others, and so why wouldn’t they recognize the danger in continuing to attack the empire?”

      “Because they have their Deshazl. Because they still have whatever dragon relics they possessed that give them strength.” He wasn’t about to remind Jayell that the fire mages of the Damhur were incredibly skilled and might be even more powerful than those of the empire. He had told Azithan that enough times that he felt as if he were repeating himself, but still, Azithan had chosen not to believe. It was why Fes was thankful that Ellorayne had been the one to go. She was as skilled as Azithan, or nearly so. At least she would be unlikely to be overwhelmed by one of the Damhur fire mages.

      The only risk that she might face was the danger of the Deshazl with the Damhur. They might be able to cut through her spell, the same way Fes had once done. Removing the only benefit the empire had would put them in a difficult situation.

      “And yet, the Damhur know that we have the dragons.”

      “It would have been a more effective negotiation if they had brought one of the dragons with them.”

      “Maybe, but it also risked them, something that as far as I know, Azithan was reluctant to do.”

      And for good reason. “Do you detect anything that tells you that they were here?”

      Power flowed from her. It stretched over the land, the power of her fire mage spell flowing away from her and reaching the far side of the island before she let it fade.

      “I can’t detect anything,” she said.

      Fes breathed out a sigh. He didn’t detect anything either. Either the Damhur and the empire had not reached the island yet, or something had happened that neither of them could detect.

      Why, though?

      That was the part that troubled him the most. There wasn’t a good reason why something could have happened to them… unless there was another of those creatures.

      A shadow flew overhead, and he looked up to see Larshon descending. He turned toward the dragon, waiting as he dropped to the ground in a great flutter of wings. When he landed, something within the connection between the two of them told Fes that he had seen something. “What was it?”

      “You must see this yourself, Fezarn.”

      “Just me or the others, too?”

      “Just you for now.”

      Fes climbed on Larshon’s back, and they took to the air. Within a moment, the dragon had reached a point high overhead, and then he turned, dropping to the ground rapidly.

      As they dove, Fes made out the distinct appearance of shadows within the water. He stared at it, trying to make out what was in the water, and after doing so for a few moments, he realized that it came from the remains of a ship.

      The shape was right for that, and he watched, preparing for Larshon to pull up at the last second as he neared the water, but something told Fes that wasn’t in the dragon’s plan.

      “Larshon!”

      “Be ready.”

      Fes hurriedly wrapped himself in a Deshazl barrier, prepared for whatever they might encounter as they plunged into the water. The dragon streaked deeper and deeper into the water, and the barrier kept Fes dry, but he still found himself holding his breath.

      There was nothing but darkness stretching before him. He stared at it, trying to understand what Larshon wanted him to see. There had to be something here, but what was it that had motivated the dragon to pull him down here?

      The water might be crystal blue from the surface, but beneath the waves, it was murky. Shadows shimmered, and the sunlight didn’t press deep enough. What he needed was—

      Larshon sent a burst of flame from his mouth. Water bubbled, but in that flash of light, Fes could make out a ship.

      It had been shattered, a massive gash formed in the hull, but he still recognized the colors and shape of an empire ship. He searched for anyone who might still be there but saw no sign of them. Anyone who might have been aboard the ship had either drowned or managed to get free.

      How had the ship been damaged? Larshon made his way around it, surprisingly agile in the water, his wings acting almost like fins. They swirled, spiraling around the outside of the ship. He found nothing that would give him an answer as to what had taken place, and he tapped on Larshon’s side.

      The dragon shifted his direction and raced toward the surface.

      When they erupted from the water, Fes released his barrier. They shot toward the sky for a moment, Larshon flapping his wings, spraying water free, and then came streaking back toward the shoreline. As they did, a circle in the center of the island caught Fes’ attention.

      His breath caught. Another just like they’d seen in the Asharn lands.

      “We need to seal it off, too,” Fes said.

      Larshon dropped to the ground. When they landed, Fes clambered off, heading toward Jayell and Arudis.

      “Did you find anything?” Jayell asked.

      “A ship. And something else.

      “One of ours or one of theirs?”

      “It was one of the empire ships,” Fes said.

      “How?”

      “I couldn’t tell anything from the attack, but we found another circle.”

      Her eyes widened slightly. “Here? Where?”

      Fes pointed inland. “Not far. We need to seal it off before we do anything else.”

      She sighed, biting the inside of her lip as she looked out over the water. “Any sign of the Damhur ships?”

      Fes glanced over at Larshon. “Did you see anything like that?”

      “There were other ships near that first one, but they were of the same style. The different ships were on the other side of the island.”

      Not just empire ships, then.

      He could just imagine the emperor’s response, but Fes wasn’t completely convinced that this was the Damhur. As much as he hated them, and as easy as it was to believe that they were responsible, why would their ships be damaged too?

      “We have to find out what happened,” he said.

      “I think we need to let the emperor know what happened,” Jayell said.

      Fes had to agree, but at the same time, the moment that they told the emperor about this, there would be an attack. While Fes supported that, he also needed to reach the Damhur so that he could understand what had attacked the dragon. If the Damhur were focused on fighting the empire, Fes doubted that he would have an easy time discovering what he needed to know.

      “I will have Larshon bring us back to the empire.”

      They climbed on the dragon and Larshon took off. They paused long enough to seal off the circle the way they had in other places, though this one seemed smaller. When they started toward the empire, Fes couldn’t help but continue to look down at the island, knowing that there was something that he was missing, but what was it?

      He had no answers, and more than anything, that troubled him.

      When they reached the outskirts of the empire, and then the outskirts of Anuhr, Larshon started to descend near the edge of the city, but Fes tapped his side. “We need to land at the palace.”

      The dragon huffed and continued onward into the city and then dropped down in the courtyard outside the palace. It reminded Fes of when they had defeated Toulen. Coming here like this, people of the city would have questions, but there was no choice. Then again, he suspected that every time people saw the dragon, they would be inclined to create more sculptures, each time incentivized to connect to the sense of the dragons. Despite everything that the people in the city had been through, many of them seemed to believe that the dragons would protect them.

      And maybe they could.

      Jayell climbed off, along with Arudis, but Fes remained on the dragon’s back.

      “Fes?”

      “I need to figure out what happened,” he said.

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “I’m not going to do anything foolish.”

      “The fact that you want to do this by yourself is foolish enough. Let me get word to Azithan, and I will go with you.”

      He wanted to refuse her, wanted to ensure that she was safe, but at the same time, having Jayell with him did help make sure that he was safe. They needed to work together, the same way that the people of the empire and the Deshazl needed to work with the Damhur.

      “I’ll go with you.”

      They raced into the palace, hurrying past servants and guards, and reached Azithan’s quarters. He was missing.

      Fes followed Jayell toward the emperor’s quarters, a place that once had been off-limits to him, but now, Fes had been here far more often than he once would have thought safe.

      No guards stood at the entrance to the emperor’s chambers. There was nothing here, no sign of anyone.

      “What do you think happened?” Fes asked Jayell.

      “I don’t know. There should be someone here.”

      Coming across nothing, finding no evidence of the emperor or Azithan left Fes more than a little troubled.

      They continued through the palace, going floor by floor, and it wasn’t until they headed to the tower that Fes finally found evidence of Azithan.

      He stood there, power flowing from him, power that Fes should have detected before. He glanced over at their sudden appearance.

      “What’s going on?” Fes asked.

      “You haven’t been gone very long, Fezarn.”

      “No, but where is the emperor?”

      “The emperor received some alarming news.”

      “It was about his envoy, wasn’t it?”

      Azithan frowned, staring at Fes for a moment. “What do you know?”

      “Probably more than you. I came across the island where the meeting was supposed to take place.” He joined Azithan at the edge of the tower, looking down at the city. From here, he had a sense that reminded him of what it was like when he was sitting atop Larshon, looking down at the world. “There was no one there.”

      “No. We sent a second fleet after the first.”

      “So you saw what happened?”

      Fes had wanted nothing more than to see what had taken place, to know what had happened to the ships, but there had been no evidence of anything other than the destroyed ship. Had he not been with Larshon, and had he not had the dragon’s eyesight and the ability to plunge beneath the surface of the water, he wasn’t sure that he would’ve known what had taken place. It was possible that all he would’ve come across was an empty island.

      “They didn’t see anything.”

      “They didn’t see anything?”

      “They approached, watching the envoy, and then the envoy simply disappeared.”

      “I don’t understand. Who was with this group who watched the envoy?”

      “Jaken was one of them,” Azithan said.

      If Jaken had been there, then Fes knew the emperor would trust what was seen. More than that, Jaken would ensure that the emperor took it seriously.

      “They didn’t see anything, then what happened?”

      “They didn’t see anything, but Jaken felt power. He wasn’t able to describe it any better than that, and it’s my fault there wasn’t a fire mage aboard the ship with him to help him know whether there was any reason to be alarmed. He brought word of danger and returned when the envoy had disappeared. It had to be some Damhur trick, but not one that we knew. And now the emperor prepares for war.”
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      Fes made it back to the courtyard, where he waited near Larshon for the others to join him. The emperor might be preparing for war, but Fes didn’t know that he was doing so with all the knowledge that he needed. In fact, he suspected that there was very much that he didn’t know about.

      Jayell joined them. She climbed on board the dragon, waiting for Fes as he looked around the courtyard. It was quiet, much like so much of the palace was quiet. There was activity within it, and as he paid attention, he recognized the scurrying movements of servants, of couriers making their way from place to place, all of them passing on word of the impending troop movement.

      Here in the courtyard, there was nothing but silence.

      It was almost peaceful, and it would have been were it not for what it meant for the empire. There was something different about this preparation, and about this war. Fes had been trying to convince the emperor of the danger of the attack for nearly a year, and now he would finally listen?

      It seemed that there needed to be more to these preparations.

      Worse, the Damhur seemed to have access to a new and dangerous weapon. It was the kind of weapon that Fes had no idea how to counter and doubted that the empire had any greater ability to counter, either. If it was the same as the creature that had attacked the dragon, this weapon was one that the empire would not be able to withstand—not without the dragons’ help.

      “Why are we going so quickly?”

      “I don’t know that we have any choice but speed,” Fes said.

      “You want to stay ahead of the empire?”

      “We need to go to the dragons, and we need to get Deshazl—either Asharn or the Thoras Deshazl—to help with them. If they can connect to the dragons the same way as I have with Larshon, then maybe they can allow the dragon to be able to see out of their eyes the same way that he did with me.”

      “That wasn’t how you survived the creature,” she said.

      “No, but it’s the way they are going to have to survive the next one. Until we understand what it is that the Damhur are doing, what weapon they have uncovered, I don’t know that we have much of a choice.”

      If they did nothing, Fes suspected that the empire would not survive this attack. The emperor believed in the might of the fire mages, the same way Azithan believed in the might of the fire mages. Fes wasn’t so naïve as to think that they had superiority over the Damhur when it came to using that sort of power. It was possible that the Damhur had records from before the war, from a time long ago, that would allow them to use power in a way that the empire could not. If they were able to do that, there would be very little that the fire mages could do to withstand the might of the Damhur.

      Not only did they have fire mages, but they had the Deshazl, all Called, and all with the ability to carve through fire magic. The only advantage the empire had was the dragons.

      And it had been enough of an advantage that it had tilted the scales of the battle in favor of the empire. It had been enough of a deterrent that the Damhur wouldn’t risk pressing the attack, but now? If they had this dangerous and devastating new weapon, there would be no reason to delay.

      Especially if they knew the dragons were not in the empire.

      And Fes had been responsible for that.

      Had he said nothing, had he not mentioned where the dragons had gone, that the dragons were no longer around, the likelihood of the Damhur attacking now was low. Instead, the Damhur now knew that the dragons weren’t in the empire. Why wouldn’t they press the attack with this strange weapon?

      Larshon took to the air and circled above the city for a moment. From up high, all of Anuhr took on a very different appearance. Clusters of damage caused by the Toulen attacks became even more evident. Fes was reminded of what he had seen from the street level and how devastating that had appeared, and while it still was devastating, it looked different from above. There were sections of emptiness within the city. Places where buildings should have risen were nothing but piles of debris. They were scattered randomly throughout the city, nothing like the regular patterns of devastation that he had uncovered within the forest.

      “Look at that,” Jayell said.

      Fes leaned over the side of the dragon, looking down. Thousands of soldiers marched south, heading toward the distant port. Fes doubted that the empire had enough ships to move that many soldiers and was shocked that they had been able to mobilize so quickly. How were they able to manage that so rapidly?

      The fire mages. He knew there was some way of using the flames to communicate, though not exactly what it was. If they were sending word throughout the empire, using the fire mages, it would’ve allowed the emperor to mobilize far more quickly.

      “There are so many of them,” Fes whispered.

      “You’re surprised by that?”

      “It’s not so much the numbers; it’s what will happen to them when this fails.”

      “You don’t know that it will fail.”

      “You were there. You saw what I saw.”

      “We didn’t see anything.”

      “That’s exactly the issue,” Fes said.

      They continued south, staying high in the sky but close enough to the ground that Fes could make out the movement of the army as it marched its way toward the southern shore. The army moved quickly, and as it did, Fes couldn’t help but count how many people were there. None of them would be powerful enough to defeat the Damhur.  If the Damhur brought either their fire magic or their Deshazl against regular soldiers, the emperor’s forces would be overwhelmed.

      Fes didn’t want people of the empire to be destroyed. He might not affiliate with the empire, and might not consider himself truly a part of the empire, but at the same time, he didn’t want anything to happen to the people here. Somehow, he had to get ahead of this and stop it. How?

      Fes tapped on Larshon’s side, and the dragon picked up speed, his wings blasting at the air, and Fes noticed that Jayell added a hint of fire magic to it, giving them enough boost to move faster and faster.

      They reached the southern shore of the empire. Blackened stumps, remains of the last battle, ran along the shores. If Fes and the dragons did nothing, that would become the fate of the empire. He didn’t want places that he had known, places that he had lived, places that he, surprisingly, cared about, to be destroyed.

      “What is it?” Jayell asked.

      “I’m just finding that I am a little more attached to the empire than I realize.”

      “I thought you wanted to be in Thoras?”

      “I think Thoras felt familiar, but I don’t know that it could be home.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t think you will be there.”

      As they continued making their way south, the power from Jayell’s fire mage spell pushing them further and further, he watched the edge of the empire. Though it might have been blackened, damaged by the fighting, there was still something about it that left him thinking that it could regrow. How much of the empire had been destroyed by the dragons in the past? Several places still showed the evidence of that ancient attack, but most of it had been reborn, surviving, perhaps even thriving, and he had to wonder if perhaps that was the key.

      The empire was resilient. The people within it were resilient.

      And he wanted to do what he could to help defend them, to give them an opportunity to return.

      “Where would you have us go?”

      “First we need to head to the dragons,” he said.

      “And then?”

      “And then we need to find a way to convince the other Deshazl to work with us.”

      It might be difficult, but then, Fes feared that it might be almost more difficult to convince the dragons to work together. After they had survived the initial attack, he had thought that they would stay with him, working together, but he understood their resistance to doing so. Why would they want to remain within the empire, or even within Javoor, when there was so much danger?

      When they reached the edge of Javoor, a sense of trepidation worked through him.

      He closed his eyes, focusing on the distant sense of the dragons. They were there. He should never have doubted that they were there, but they were so very distant.

      As he focused, listening for the sense of the Deshazl connection, focusing on that power that flowed through him, he realized that they weren’t at all where he had thought.

      “Larshon?”

      “I feel it as well.”

      “Why would they have moved?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “What do you detect?” Jayell asked.

      “The dragons are there, but they are not where they had been before.”

      “Could they have returned to the Dragon’s Eye?”

      “That’s not what I detect.” Strangely, the sense of the dragons came from what he would’ve considered to be the heart of Javoor, though that couldn’t be where the dragons would have gone. They wouldn’t have risked themselves returning to Damhur lands, and wouldn’t have risked exposing themselves to the potential of an attack, but what else would explain it?

      As they continued flying, another sensation came to him. It was one that was far too familiar, and it was a sense that he hated: the distinct signature of a Calling pulling upon his senses, drawing his attention, demanding that he respond.

      Wrapped in his Deshazl magic, he was able to ignore it, but how long would he be able to do so? This Calling was incredibly powerful.

      “Valenahr,” he whispered.

      Because he detected it so clearly, he knew that Valenahr had to be nearby.

      Worse, as he focused on the sense of the Calling, he realized what the intent was behind it. It was designed to draw attention, designed to pull all things toward it.

      Including the dragons.

      “Take me there,” he said to Larshon.

      “Fes, if this is what I think it is, I don’t think it makes sense for you to go and risk yourselves—and Larshon—against Valenahr. If he is as powerful at Calling as you said—”

      “He’s out there, and he’s Calling to the dragons.”

      “What?”

      “That’s why the dragons have moved. And I don’t think it’s just him,” Fes said.

      That might be the worst part of it all. Valenahr was there, and there had to be others still with the ability to Call, and all of them had to be incredibly powerful, given the level of strength to the Call that Fes detected. If there were so many people with that ability, then he had an opportunity to disrupt it.

      And if he didn’t, the dragons would be in danger, if they weren’t already.

      And here he had thought that he was going to have to search for the dragons, to try to convince them to help, but now it seemed as if they were once again in danger from the Damhur. The protection from the Dragon’s Eye should have kept them safe, but for some reason, that was failing against the might of a Damhur as powerful as the head of the Trivent.

      Larshon changed his course. As they went, the sense of the Calling increased, growing stronger and stronger. Fes forced more and more of his focus into resisting it, determined to withstand anything that the Damhur might do to him. He drew upon his Deshazl magic and then pushed that outward, wrapping not only his connection but the one that existed around Larshon, and together they were able to oppose the Calling.

      It was a struggle. As much as he wanted to resist, as much as he wanted to fight, it remained a challenge. With each passing moment, he could feel the effect. It was demanding his attention, practically forcing him to listen.

      Strangely, there wasn’t anything in it that he had expected. There was no command, not as there usually was within a Calling. This was simply a summons.

      “That is strange,” Fes whispered.

      “What is it?”

      “There’s the Calling, but it’s not like the others.”

      As they continued to fly, the dragon’s path took them away from the forest, away from the remnants of the Asharn, and veered out over Javoor. Fes had rarely spent any time over the main part of this country. The only time that he had done so had been when he had been chasing the dragons. That had led him over forested areas and a rolling sort of grassland, but this was a little different.

      Massive roads spread between cities that sprawled nearly as wide as Anuhr. Most of the cities were enormous, and they passed one after another from high overhead, giving Fes an opportunity to look down and marvel at the sheer size of the Javoor landscape—and their cities. Each city was larger than the next, and the roads connected them, binding the cities together, making it easy for travelers to move between them. From this high, the horses traveling along the roads looked little more than ants, which made it almost impossible to see the hundreds of people traveling with them. More than that, he saw what appeared to be wagons and other strange caravans that he couldn’t fully make out from this height.

      The summons dragged them further south. If they would head directly east, he would reach the Dragon’s Eye. Even now, Fes was aware of the power flowing within the Dragon’s Eye. Never had he been quite so certain of his connection to his Deshazl magic as he was now. It seemed as if regardless of the fact that he was traveling over Javoor, he was not separated from his power but was strengthened, just because of the Dragon’s Eye.

      “It would’ve been better to have Arudis with us,” Fes said.

      “It might have, but I don’t think it would’ve been safe for her to have stayed. She still struggles with Javoor.”

      “I understand that all too well.”

      “I know you do, which is why I wonder if this is the right decision for you.”

      “I’m not going to do anything to cause us trouble.”

      “Are you sure? The effect of the Calling sometimes doesn’t give you much of an option.”

      Fes glanced over her shoulder at her. She wore a serious look on her face. “I can resist the Calling.”

      Surprisingly, the effect of the Calling took them beyond the cities. The roads that they had been flying over disappeared, and they headed toward a wild forest. There was something about the forest that seemed familiar, and strangely, that was where the Calling emanated from.

      “You recognize that?” Larshon asked over the sound of the wind.

      “We haven’t been here before.”

      “We’ve seen a forest like that before.”

      Fes stared a while before it came to him. “Is it the same as what is near Thoras?”

      Larshon growled. “It is.”

      “Which means you can’t see anything.”

      “I cannot.”

      That was strange. Were they trying to draw the dragons to a place that would be dangerous to them? If so, then any hope for parley would be destroyed. As it was, the further that they traveled, the more that he felt the effect of the Calling and the summons buried within it, he had allowed himself the hope that perhaps there was nothing more than a desire for peace, and yet, if it was about peace, why would it be in a place like this that would be so deep within Javoor, so deep within the Damhur lands, and a place that would be so distinctly dangerous to him and others like him?

      “I see them,” Larshon said.

      An image flashed in Fes’s mind, and as it did, he was able to make out the Damhur. They appeared within the dragon’s vision—and therefore within Fes’s—as streaks of bright red. Even from a distance, it was easy to make out that there were hundreds upon hundreds of Damhur.

      “There’s something strange going on,” Jayell said.

      “Other than the fact that they are Calling us from near this forest?” Through the brief surge of the dragon’s eyesight, Fes had been able to tell that the trees rebuffed the dragon’s ability to see them, much like the trees around Thoras and the Dragon’s Eye did.

      If they were all created the same way, he had to wonder why.

      “If they were concerned about the oncoming empire attack, they wouldn’t be here,” Jayell said.

      “Unless they’re using this as a ruse to distract us. Or unless they’re trying to use this as a way to Call to the dragons and take control of them so that they can use them against the empire.”

      “Do you think that they are?”

      “I don’t really know.”

      “If they were trying to Call the dragons and control them, don’t you think they would have placed that message within it?”

      Fes had described the sense of the Calling often enough to Jayell that she understood what it was like, and she was right. If the attempt was to control the dragons, that would have lingered within the Call. The fact that it didn’t, the fact that there was nothing more than a request to come, left him wondering if this was some distraction or if this was part of a greater plan.

      With the Damhur and the way that they had used the Deshazl—and attempted to use the dragons—he wasn’t entirely certain.

      Larshon descended and came to land on the ground. The forest loomed in view and Fes could see it clearly, though he suspected that Larshon could not. Borrowing a moment from the dragon’s eyesight, he reached through that connection and was able to make out the edge of the forest, mostly because there seemed to be a transition point beyond which the dragons weren’t able to easily see.

      “Can you watch from the air?”

      “I can, but if the Calling becomes too much, I will need your assistance.”

      “I will hold onto a connection between us.”

      Larshon took to the air, leaving Fes and Jayell on the ground. In that moment, he felt a hint of hesitation. Here they were, within Javoor, the sense of a Calling radiating from the Damhur, and yet there was something about it that left him with an awareness that he was in no real danger. At least, not in any more danger than he usually was when it came to the Damhur.

      Fes approached slowly. He kept his Deshazl connection wrapped around him, focusing on pushing away the power of the Calling, keeping it at bay. He didn’t want to remove it entirely, not sure that it was even necessary, as the fact was that he might feel the effect of the Calling, but he wasn’t compelled in quite the same way as he once had been. It was a strange sensation. He could recognize what the Damhur were trying to do, and he could recognize the power in their voice and their summons, but he wasn’t compelled.

      As he approached, the line of the Damhur gave him pause. There were hundreds of them. They were all dressed similarly to the Damhur that he had seen in the empire. Most wore dark blue cloaks and were mounted on sleek horses. From here, he couldn’t tell if there were any Deshazl, but wondered if perhaps there wouldn’t be, if only because the effect was to Call to the dragons. Were there any Deshazl nearby, the effect would resonate within them, the same way that it did within Fes.

      Maybe even more so than it did within Fes. With his having been within the Dragon’s Eye—and having tasted the Asharn—he was protected in some ways from the Calling. The Deshazl of Javoor wouldn’t be protected. They would have been trained to respond to it. It might be too much for them.

      In the middle of the collection of Damhur, Fes saw the familiar thin and almost distinguished form of Valenahr. He started toward him, pushing outward with his Deshazl magic, and as he did, the Damhur began to turn toward him.

      The sense of the Calling shifted.

      Almost as one, the Damhur sent a message to him, a demand. Within each demand was the command that he lay down his sword. That he submit himself to their training.

      “Stop.”

      His voice carried, and the sense of the Calling continued, intensifying, so Fes summoned his Deshazl power, drawing it through him, drawing from Larshon along with the dragons that had come even closer than they were before. Power flowed through him, but more than that, he was able to access the power from the distant Dragon’s Eye.

      He pushed outward.

      It slammed into the first line of Damhur. “Stop.”

      The Calling faltered for a moment and then began to build again.

      Surprisingly, Valenahr raised his hand and the sense faded.

      They turned their attention back toward the trees, and as before, the sense of the Calling built, rising into the air, a summons to the dragons.

      Valenahr approached, heading toward Fes. His hand rested on his dragon bone sword, but there was no sense of fire mage magic building from him. There was no sense of a Calling, nothing that would suggest that he was trying to force himself on Fes.

      Which was even more reason to fear that he might attempt to do so.

      Valenahr used a subtle sort of magic. He might be able to slip his way beneath Fes’s barriers, and if he were able to do that, Fes might be helpless to defend himself.

      “You should not have returned,” Valenahr said.

      “I’m only here because of the nature of your summons.”

      “Summons? Is that what you think this is?”

      “It’s not a demand. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be here.”

      “You are unnecessary.”

      “Is that right? And yet you Call to the dragons. I refuse to allow you to control them.”

      “You think that you speak for all the dragons?”

      Fes smiled to himself. He could easily imagine how Larshon would react if he said that he did. As it was, Larshon found that Fes was useful, and the connection between the Deshazl and the dragons was beneficial, but anything more than that would be unlikely to move him. He was a dragon elder, and he had lived a long time even before he had submitted himself to leaving this world, sending his essence into a dragonglass sculpture.

      “I speak for myself. I speak for the Deshazl in some ways, but not for all of them. And I don’t speak for the dragons.”

      “Then you are unnecessary.”

      He sent a connection to Larshon. The dragon answered within his mind, and slowly but with increasing speed, he felt Larshon approaching. With a flutter of wind, the dragon crashed to the ground, roaring flames. Power flowed through him, and Fes connected to that power, using it to bind them together. He wrapped it around their minds, defending them both from the effect of the Calling. Much like himself, Larshon felt the effect of the Calling, but there was no force behind it. It was almost as if he were aware of it but not compelled to act.

      “If you won’t speak to me, then perhaps you will speak to an elder dragon.”

      Valenahr looked over at Larshon. He studied him, appraising him the same way that Fes had seen horse masters appraising a horse.

      “I would caution you with how you address him,” Fes said.

      “You think that I need to address this creature?”

      “As I said. I would caution you how you address him.”

      “And how should I address him?”

      “I would recommend referring to him as elder Dragon, or perhaps Wise One, or even Great Master of the Skies.”

      Fes sensed amusement within Larshon, and with each title that he applied to Larshon, the dragon chuckled. It came out as something like a rumbling roar, and had he not known the dragon as he did, Fes probably would have worried about the dragon attacking.

      Looking beyond the dragon, he watched to see what the Damhur might do. They had turned their attention away from the forest, focusing on Larshon, and the effect of their Calling intensified.

      “You can tell them that it won’t work,” Fes said.

      Valenahr motioned to the others behind him before turning his attention back to Fes. “You really are an interesting one. Perhaps if you would’ve stayed in Javoor, we would have been able to work together sooner.”

      “I have a sense that you aren’t interested in working with anyone. You want to control them. You want them to serve you.”

      “I do sit at the head of the Trivent.”

      Fes grunted. “That doesn’t matter to me. Why are we here?”

      Valenahr turned away from him, looking toward the forest. “You are here because I think I uncovered the darkness that your friend identified.”

      Fes’s heart started to hammer. “You identified it? By that, you mean you’re responsible for it.”

      “Responsible for what?”

      “For the creature that your people unleashed.”

      “What creature is this? You will tell me—”

      Fes took a step toward Valenahr, watching him. “I don’t have to tell you anything. And you will address me as an equal and not as someone you think you own.”

      “Why, Fezarn, I do own you.”

      “Maybe you did, but you don’t now.”

      Valenahr watched him for a long moment.

      “The empire thinks that you betrayed the request for an envoy.”

      Valenahr tilted his head to the side, studying Fes. “And why would we do that?”

      “Possibly to undermine the peace process? Because you have been plotting your way to continue the war?”

      “War serves neither of us. As we can no longer control the dragons as we would like, there is no point. The only thing that we would like is trade with the empire.”

      “Trade?”

      “Mostly in your dragon relics. Seeing as how you now have access to the source of relics, we would like to trade.”

      “I’m afraid that will be difficult, seeing as how the dragons are still alive.”

      “Yes, but eventually they will perish. When they do, we would like to have an opportunity to access the relics. We have much that we can offer in trade.”

      “What do you think about that?” Fes asked Larshon.

      “You would ask a dragon what he feels?”

      “As I told you, you should be careful with how you address that dragon. He is inclined to bite your head off.”

      “Protections are in place that would prevent that.”

      “Your protections aren’t nearly as stout as you would believe. Regardless, if you had nothing to do with the disappearance of the empire’s envoy, then what happened?”

      “We don’t know. We followed our envoy”—Fes found that amusing, particularly because the empire had done the same thing—“and found that they disappeared. There was no evidence of what happened, nothing other than their absence.”

      “We found a ship, though it was an empire vessel.” There had been others that had likely been Javoor ships, but they hadn’t investigated.

      “And you would blame Javoor.”

      Fes shrugged. “It’s been my experience that there is plenty of reason to blame Javoor for things like that.”

      Valenahr turned his attention back to the forest. His Calling intensified, and as it did, Fes realized that he hadn’t stopped Calling since Fes had joined him. Throughout all of that, Fes had felt nothing. There was only an awareness of the message within the Calling, no sense of urgency, and certainly no desire for him to obey.

      That should relieve him, but it didn’t. Instead, he was filled with trepidation. If Javoor hadn’t caused the envoy to fail, what had happened?

      “Why are you summoning the dragons?”

      “It is none of your concern.”

      “I think I’ve already told you that the dragons are my concern. Though I may not speak for them, the elder dragon certainly can, and more than that, he will take offense at the idea of you attempting to control them.”

      “There is no interest in controlling them. We merely want them for protection.”

      “And why should they protect you? You’ve already tried to Call them, to force them to serve.”

      “We are willing to offer something that they do not have.”

      “Something they don’t have even from the empire?”

      “I don’t know that the empire has access to this.”

      Power radiated from Jayell, the fire mage spell that she held onto leaving her practically glowing. Once, he might’ve wondered what she was drawing power from, knowing that there was a limit to how much power could be pulled from within one of the dragon relics, but he had seen the dragon horn that Azithan had, and because of that, he recognized that there was significant power, almost endless power, within something like that.

      “What is it that you have access to that the empire does not?”

      “We have access to the dragons’ homeland.”
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      The power of the Calling continued to radiate away from Valenahr and the rest of the Damhur. There was nothing dangerous within it other than the fact that it was a summons. There was no demand, and Fes kept waiting, anticipating that there would come a time when the Calling would change, that it would shift, and that they would place a command within it, but it never came.

      “The dragon homeland is in the north,” he said.

      “Perhaps that is what they believed, but their homeland—their true homeland—is in Javoor. As it has always been.”

      Fes turned and looked over at Larshon, but he couldn’t tell anything from the dragon. “Even if their homeland is in Javoor, your people forced them out.”

      “My people? There has been no dragon in these lands in over a thousand years. Do you think that my people live so long, Fezarn?” He glanced at Jayell. “I’ve always known that his kind are not very bright, but really. You would think that he would recognize that people do not live for such a long time.”

      “If you think insulting him is going to work with me, you are sorely mistaken,” she said.

      “Ah. We have some like you in Javoor as well. They make the mistake of lying with his kind, but they always regret it. One cannot be with an animal without becoming an animal.”

      “I’m going to give you only one more chance before I go with the dragon and convince the others to come with me. If you continue to insult like this, you will find—”

      “I will find what, Fezarn?” Velenahr snapped, turning toward him.

      Hatred flashed in his eyes, and Fes knew there would be no common ground between them. How could there be, given everything the Damhur believed about the Deshazl?

      “Come on, Larshon. It’s time for us to go and connect with the others.”

      “Fes…”

      He turned to Jayell. “My people will never be more than animals to him.”

      “Perhaps to him, but there are others who don’t feel that way. You need to give them an opportunity.” She focused on the hundreds of other Damhur lined up along the forest.

      Even as she did, Fes couldn’t help but feel as if there was nothing for him here. He had answered the summons, following the effect of the Calling, though he should have known that Valenahr, in particular, would abuse that Calling. Then again, it had been his fault that he had come. He could have ignored it, but if he had, he wouldn’t have learned why the Damhur had attempted to Call the dragons.

      Worse, he still didn’t really know why they had Called the dragons.

      They wanted something from them. Protection.

      “What do you know of this creature?”

      Valenahr turned toward him. “More than you.”

      “Fine. If you know more than me, then tell me what it is that you know.”

      Valenahr ignored him for a long moment, the power of his Calling continuing to radiate from him. Fes started toward Larshon, Jayell following him, prepared to climb onto the dragon’s back and depart. There was no point in lingering here any longer if Valenahr wasn’t going to be forthcoming about what had taken place. Not that Fes would expect one of the Damhur to be forthcoming, especially not when it came to something that might benefit them.

      He climbed onto Larshon’s back, readying for the part where Valenahr turned his attention back to him. There came a touch of a Calling, a moment where there was the demand that Fes remain, that he obey, but he ignored it.

      “Don’t go,” Valenahr said.

      “Is that a request or demand?” Fes asked.

      Valenahr clenched his jaw. “A request.”

      “Tell me why I should remain? Tell me why I should convince the dragons that they should not ignore your summons. Otherwise, I fully intended to depart, and if I have anything to say about it, the dragons will come with me, and you will be left to handle whatever it is on your own.”

      “If you do that, you won’t know what your people will face.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Something we have kept contained for centuries.”

      Fes glanced over at Jayell. She nodded to him, and he could easily imagine her reaction. “What have you kept contained?”

      “You know so very little, tarshel.”

      Fes glared at him. He’d heard that term before from Elsanelle and others like her, and just like with her, there had been the sense of disgust at the Deshazl in the way that they were using it. He didn’t have to know much about the Damhur to know that they did not care for the Deshazl. Even their terms for the Deshazl were insulting, and it was enough of an insult that Fes was determined not to listen to it.

      “If I know so little, why don’t you inform me?” Valenahr said nothing, and Fes shook his head. “It’s time for us to go.”

      “If you go, you will never know what we’re dealing with.”

      “From the way it sounds, I don’t care. If you continue to try to keep this from me, I have no interest in getting involved. I have no interest in helping the Damhur. And if you continue to do this, I will have no choice but to pull the dragons away and ensure that whatever threat the Damhur face, they will do so alone.”

      “Do you think this threat is one that is only for my people?”

      Fes shrugged, pushing out what Jesla might say to him. Even if this was the shadow she’d seen, they couldn’t work with the Damhur like this. “I’m not sure that it matters. I’ve given up on my willingness to work with the Damhur. At this point, I don’t care if you have to face whatever this is on your own. The Deshazl—not the tarshel—will be fine.”

      “I’ve seen the tar… the Deshazl face this threat. They cannot do so alone.”

      “No? And what is required?”

      “The Damhur.”

      As much as he hated to admit it, the likelihood was high that whatever it was that Valenahr referred to was the same thing that Fes had faced. And if it was the same thing, then he needed to know what it was. It seemed as if the Damhur knew something more about it, and wasn’t that what he wanted? Didn’t he want to know why these creatures would suddenly appear?

      “If you want my help, tell me what you know about these creatures.”

      Valenahr glanced back at the other Damhur. The sense of Calling continued to radiate from them, and Fes could feel the distant dragons as they grew closer. They were slowing, seemingly aware of the effect of the Calling, and he smiled to himself. Regardless of what Valenahr might think, the dragons weren’t in any danger. They could defend against whatever attack might come, and by having dipped themselves into the Dragon’s Eye—or the Asharn—they were no longer in the same danger from a Calling as they once had been.

      They were aware of it.

      “The dragons are slowing. I don’t know if you can feel that, but they recognize that this was a Calling and not something else.” When Valenahr didn’t say anything, Fes jumped from Larshon’s back. “They will turn away, Valenahr. They are intelligent creatures, regardless of what you think of them. They are not just animals. Neither are the Deshazl. And no longer will we be controlled by the Damhur. If you want their help—my help—then you need to tell us what you know.”

      Valenahr’s Calling faded, and he turned to Fes. Hatred flashed across his eyes, but mixed with it was something else. It took Fes a moment to realize that it was resignation.  Seeing that was almost enough to make Fes laugh, were the situation not quite so dangerous.

      “In Javoor, we call them the atheran. It’s a name that has many meanings, but it carries with it a single connotation.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Shadow serpent,” Jayell whispered.

      Fes turned toward her. “What?”

      “That’s what the word means. Shadow serpent.”

      It couldn’t be a coincidence that the name referred to shadows, especially not after what Jesla had seen, but why now? “You knew what the Deshazl had seen, didn’t you?”

      Valenahr clenched his jaw. “It was why we were willing to answer the request to come to that place.”

      “That place was once the place of your people as well.”

      Valenahr’s nose wrinkled. “Be that as it may, that place is no longer our homeland. The atheran emerge from their hiding every few hundred years, and in that time, the people of Javoor have always managed to suppress them. This time, as evidence of their emergence started to appear, we realized something.”

      “What?”

      “They were coming in greater numbers than was usual.”

      “You can tell?”

      “The atheran have several markers that precede their arrival. They are disturbing creatures, and they burrow up from someplace deep within the earth, using some dark power. And yet, with their coming, we have been able to anticipate them.”

      “Why have we not heard of them before?”

      “I don’t have any answer to that.”

      Fes turned to Larshon. “You heard of these creatures?”

      “I have told you, Fezarn, that my memories of the time before are different. They are there, but they are faded. The longer that I have been back in this world, the less I can say with any certainty.”

      He turned to Valenahr. “If these creatures appear in cycles, why would we not have heard of them? How have you defeated them before?”

      “They have not come in much strength before. And we have never feared them. Our ability to suppress the atheran has been augmented by our connection to the tarshel.”

      “Deshazl. If you’re going to call them something, call them Deshazl, because regardless of what you might think of them, they once were Deshazl, the same way that I am Deshazl.”

      “You were tarshel.”

      “Right. And unfortunately, that seems to carry with it a sense of possessiveness that I disagree with. I am Deshazl.”

      “Regardless of what you might claim, Fezarn,” he said, sneering as he spoke Fes’s name, “my people and yours have always managed to suppress the atheran. The difference is that this time, they are more than we can withstand.”

      “And that’s why you need the dragons?”

      “They represent a type of power that the tarshel do not.”

      Fes met his gaze. Regardless of whether or not it was true, he wasn’t about to reveal to Valenahr that the connection between the Deshazl and the dragons was one of shared power. He didn’t need to know the intricacies of their magic.

      More than that, he had the sense that there was something Valenahr wasn’t telling him. But what?

      “And these atheran have managed to escape your ability to suppress them this time?”

      “They have.”

      “What are they like?”

      “They are creatures of power.”

      “I have that sense. And you call them shadow serpents, so whatever these creatures are represent the kind of power that you have some knowledge of.”

      “I can show you, but I can’t explain it to you.”

      “I’m not traveling with you.”

      Valenahr glanced at Fes, arching a brow at the dragon.

      “I’m not so sure that he’s going to allow you to come with him, either.”

      “Then we will continue to face them alone. And I will continue to summon the dragons. Eventually my call will be successful.”

      “It won’t,” Fes said.

      “Are you willing to wager your life on that? Are you willing to wager that of these creatures?”

      Jayell took his hand, turning him to face her. “Fes, I think we need to work with him. If these strange atheran are responsible for the attack—and responsible for what happened to the envoy—then we need to find a way to work together.”

      Fes let out a frustrated sigh. As much as he wanted nothing more than to ignore Valenahr, he wasn’t sure that was the right strategy. He’d seen the circle on the island, the same kind that was scattered all throughout the Asharn forest. “Show me what you need to show me,” Fes said.

      Valenahr smiled at him, and Fes couldn’t help but think there was something almost predatory in the way that he did.

      He let out a frustrated sigh. “Are you willing to allow him to come with us?” he asked Larshon.

      The dragon snorted, steam hissing from his nostrils, and Fes tried not to enjoy watching Valenahr dance backward. “If I must.”

      “Come on,” he said to Valenahr.

      The Damhur carefully climbed on top of the dragon, positioning himself midway along the dragon’s back. Fes was tempted to ask Larshon to toss Valenahr once they were in the air, but as much as he might want to do that, it wouldn’t solve anything.

      Jayell climbed on as well, and Fes motioned for her to sit in front of him. She glanced over his shoulder, her eyes lingering on Valenahr for a moment before she nodded.

      Then Larshon took to the air.

      The line of Damhur remained, continuing their Calling. Once they were flying, Fes looked back at Valenahr. There was a surprising look of excitement on his face, and Valenahr must have realized that he was revealing too much about himself for he quickly suppressed it, glowering at Fes once again.

      “Where do we need to go?” Fes asked Valenahr as they flew.

      “Toward the heart of Javoor.”

      Jayell met Fes’s eyes, a look of concern written on her face. When they had flown over Javoor, they had done so knowing that they would be able to keep high above any potential threat, but if Valenahr intended to drag them into his country, forcing them to continue into dangerous lands, he wasn’t sure that they would be safe.

      “Why there?”

      “You will see.”

      “Do you know where to go?” Fes asked Larshon.

      The dragon breathed out heavily, snorting flames, and Fes realized that he did.

      They flew on in relative silence. The wind continued to whip around them, but no one spoke. He waited for there to be some sign that they were heading in the right direction, but so far, the longer that they flew, the less he could identify.

      Every so often, Fes caught a glimpse of a city in the distance, but the clouds were thicker now than they had been when they had flown through here the last time. Now when he caught a glimpse of the city, he couldn’t make out anything beyond the fact that there were buildings far below. Something about those buildings looked different than any that he had known in the empire, but then, Javoor was older than the empire.

      “Here,” Valenahr said.

      Fes turned, looking at the other man, frowning. “Are you sure?”

      The other man laughed, a dark and bitter sound. “Quite sure, Deshazl. I would know when I neared my homeland.”

      Fes tapped on Larshon’s side, and the great dragon began to descend, heading toward the ground. As he did, Fes caught a greater glimpse of Javoor beneath them. It came in swatches of color. There was a brightness to Javoor and a strange, almost artificial light that seemed to glow over everything. He wasn’t sure what caused it, and the further that they descended, the less certain he was how the city had such a light glowing throughout it.

      He saw no evidence of smoke. No fires. Nothing other than that strange glowing light. The buildings were structured a little bit differently than they were in the empire. Most of them had enormous peaked roofs, and beyond that, they had painted sides, large swatches of color that caught the light, reflecting it back. As he stared, he struggled to make out details on the buildings, but could find none.

      “Where are we heading within the city?” Fes asked Valenahr.

      “You will see it.”

      He turned his attention back to the city, leaning over the side of the dragon, staring outward, straining to see what the other man had suggested that he might uncover.

      What would be there?

      As he stared down at the ground, Fes could make out nothing clear.

      There were more and more of the buildings, and they seemed regular, row after row, streets intersecting with other streets, and occasionally he caught a glimpse of a clearing. In one part of the city, there was a building that rose higher than the rest. On that one, Fes noticed strange adornments all across its face. It was taller than the rest of the buildings, and not only did it have the strange adornments, it also seemed to carry with it a certain energy.

      “What is that place?”

      Valenahr leaned over the side of the dragon, somehow managing to appear far more comfortable than Fes would have were the situation reversed. As he did, he furrowed his brow, staring at the strange building. “That is the temple of Nahr.”

      “What is that?”

      Valenahr pulled his attention away from staring at the temple to look up at Fes. “When you still lived in Javoor, you attended the temple often, though perhaps your parents weren’t nearly as faithful as they would have liked us to believe. If they were, they would never have abandoned you.”

      “Is this some sort of god that you worship?”

      “Not that we worship.”

      If it wasn’t one that the Damhur worshipped, then he meant that it was something that the Deshazl of this place worshipped. He hadn’t heard from Arudis that they had any sort of religious celebrations, and he hadn’t seen her celebrating anything while in the empire.

      “Why do they worship there?”

      “There are many reasons to worship in a place like that, and unsurprisingly, the tarshel believe there is some mystical oversight.” Valenahr waved his hand, almost as if dismissing the idea.

      “If you don’t share the belief, then why do you allow them to have their temple?”

      “It makes them more compliant.”

      Fes could only shake his head. And here, for a moment, he had thought that perhaps the Damhur might have been more sympathetic to the Deshazl than he had realized, but even that was a mistake.

      While he watched, Fes could make out the people around the temple. There was movement, but he wasn’t able to tell anything about them. From their vantage, it was difficult to make out anything, though he suspected he could ask Larshon to bring them closer to the ground so that he could better see what was going on.

      Instead, the dragon continued to lead them above the city. It was there, near enough that he thought there should be some way to detect where Valenahr was taking them. And then, near the edge of the city, he saw it.

      A ring of shrubs created an almost perfect circle. It wasn’t the circle that caught his attention so much as the familiarity to it. And the scope. It was the same size and type of circle that they had found in the forest near the Asharn.

      “That’s it, isn’t it?” Fes said.

      Valenahr nodded.

      The circle was within an enormous garden. Stretching outward from the circle was row upon row of flowers, occasionally dotted with other shrubs. An enormous building was nearby, one that resembled the palace in Anuhr, though this one had massive wings stretching off either side. The garden itself was empty, though near the palace were figures moving around, all of them dressed in what looked to be silk clothing.

      “That is where the first of the atheran emerged this time.”

      “Why there?”

      Valenahr frowned. “Within the garden?”

      Fes shrugged. “Have you been able to determine why they have emerged in specific locations?”

      “We have uncovered nothing. There is no pattern to them.”

      “Yet you said that you’ve been dealing with the atheran for centuries. If you have, then you must have some idea why they would emerge in some places and not others.”

      “Unfortunately, there is no obvious explanation.”

      “You must have people who study these things.”

      “We do.”

      “And what do your scholars think? Why did they believe that the atheran have appeared in the locations that they’d choose?”

      “The scholars, as it were, don’t have an explanation. We have studied the atheran for centuries, and they seem to appear in random locations each time. Always in Javoor, and despite the fact that we have assets near the empire”—Fes felt himself growing tense at the mention of those assets, remembering all too well how they had nearly destroyed the empire—“there has been no word of any such emergence in the empire, either.”

      “You don’t question why that would be?”

      “We have questioned it, but again, our scientists aren’t able to come up with the answer.”

      Fes tapped on Larshon’s side, and the dragon descended, making his way into the garden. He glanced over at Valenahr. “If anything happens to either of us, I will ask the dragon to destroy anyone who comes near. I have little doubt that he would be able to tear down your palace.”

      “What makes you think this is my palace?”

      “It’s the first place you brought me. I assume this is yours?”

      “This is where the Trivent resides.”

      “Then it’s yours.”

      “For now.”

      “Are you already planning for your removal from power?”

      “It would take more than you to remove me from my position as head of the Trivent.”

      “I’m not so sure. You seem to think that you are more capable of stopping me than you have proven yourself to be.” Fes smiled. “Regardless, this is the Trivent.”

      Valenahr nodded. “I have sent word that we should not be disturbed.”

      Fes looked around. “How have you sent word?”

      “Do not presume that you understand the nature of my power.”

      He glanced over at Jayell. “Do you think he communicated through fire?”

      She shook her head slowly. “I don’t know.”

      They climbed off the dragon, and as they approached the circle, Fes did so cautiously. As they had noticed before, there was a strange sense of energy emanating from it. Unlike within the forest, the shrubs hadn’t wilted, not the same way the trees had begun to fade.

      Making a circuit around it, he held his hands outward, drawing upon his Deshazl connection, focusing upon it, prepared for the possibility that he would need to summon even more power were there anyone within the palace who thought to attack.

      “There’s fire magic here,” he whispered to Jayell as she followed him.

      “It’s a containment,” she said. “It’s not one that I have experienced before. It’s complex, and it’s drawing considerable power.”

      “Can you tell who’s summoning the power?”

      “Not from here.”

      “Do they have to be nearby for them to be able to work with that magic?” Fes asked.

      “Proximity would make it easier,” she said.

      Valenahr started to laugh softly. “Proximity? Is your understanding of this power still so basic that you believe that proximity makes a difference?”

      “Does it not?” Jayell asked.

      Valenahr chuckled. “Have you used the flame to transmit words?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “What about thought?”

      She frowned for a moment. “Yes.”

      Fes looked over at her. That surprised him. He thought that he had heard the extent of her abilities, but he had never known that she was able to transmit thought across the flame. If she could do that, then why wouldn’t she use that to be able to reach Azithan from here?

      Unless she had been.

      “Interesting. I hadn’t realized that the empire had managed to learn such elementary skills.”

      “You should be careful,” Fes said. “Those elementary skills did prevent Javoor from invading.”

      “It was not the fire mages nor the temple that prevented us from invading. It was the dragons.”

      Fes glanced over at Larshon and realized that the dragon was watching, his eyes glowing softly. “Either way, it’s the same. You were defeated.”

      Valenahr glared at him. “Proximity does not matter when it comes to this particular connection, if that is what we are getting at. There are ways for us to command the flame that do not require us to be nearby. And in this case, we would not want to risk ourselves or any with us to remain too closely to it.”

      “You’re near it,” Fes said.

      “Only because it is contained.”

      Fes focused on the circle, on the power within it, and began to push down with his Deshazl energy. Jayell joined him, adding her power, and they pushed. Having gone through it enough times in the forest surrounding the Asharn city, it was far easier to do now. He borrowed a hint of power from Larshon, but not nearly as much as what he had required before. As they did, the power pushed back the strange energy, and they sealed it off.

      When they were done, Valenahr stared at them. “What did you do?”

      “We sealed this off.”

      “It cannot be sealed off. Our scientists have—”

      “Have failed you,” Fes said, glancing at the palace for a moment before turning his attention to Valenahr. “If you believe that it can’t be stopped, then your scientists failed you. There is power here, and we recognize that there is a way to suppress it. If you were paying attention, you would recognize that, too.”

      Surprisingly, they hadn’t managed to do it on their own. He would’ve expected that if anyone had managed to suppress the strange energy here, it would have been the Damhur, using not only their magic, but also the Deshazl.

      “Haven’t you tried to force the Deshazl to work with you?”

      “We have asked for their assistance, but they aren’t able to detect anything here.”

      Fes glanced at Jayell. Was it something about himself that was unique and that allowed him to detect it, or was it merely that the Deshazl of Javoor, the Damhur Deshazl, were Called in such a way that prevented them from reaching the full extent of their abilities?

      He didn’t think that was the case. If it were, they would not have been able to help Fes understand his abilities. Instead, he had learned how to fully control his Deshazl magic because of the Damhur Deshazl.

      “Is this all you wanted to show us?” Fes asked.

      “This is but one.”

      “And the atheran?”

      “They destroy everything they come through,” Valenahr said.

      “And by that, you mean the garden here.”

      Valenahr turned his gaze toward the palace. “Not only the garden.”

      “How many people died?” Jayell asked.

      “More than should have. We recognized that the atheran was emerging, and we brought our strongest to it, intending to suppress it, but we failed. The creature was unleashed and many were lost. Including one of the Trivent.” He continued staring at the circle.

      Fes glanced at Jayell before turning his attention to Valenahr. “How many circles are like this?”

      “There are perhaps a half dozen throughout the city. Other places have several. This is more than have ever emerged from their hiding before.”

      Fes thought of how many circles he had seen in the forest. There had been a dozen at least, possibly more. Based on what Valenahr was saying, there would be at least a dozen here, maybe even more than that. And only in Javoor? Why would that be?

      That was the puzzle that Fes didn’t fully understand. There had to be some explanation as to why they were here, though whatever it was did not involve only the Damhur. It also was tied to the Deshazl, as the Asharn had been attacked, essentially destroyed, the same way the Damhur had been.

      “Do you have any records about these creatures?”

      “Our scientists have studied the atheran for centuries, but as they only emerge every several hundred years, the opportunity to understand the creatures is limited. Most of the time, only a few managed to emerge, but occasionally there are more. In all of our history, there have never been this many before.”

      Fes glanced at Jayell. The first thing they had to do was figure out what they were dealing with. Then they could figure out what had triggered them, and perhaps even why there were so many now.

      But how?

      “We have to find one that’s emerging,” he said, turning his attention to Larshon.

      “I fear that you are right.”

      “You want to go to one of these?” Jayell asked.

      Fes shook his head. “Not if I had any other choice, but we have to understand what’s going on here. They are cropping up throughout Javoor, but the same creatures seemed to have destroyed the Asharn.”

      “They have what?” Valenahr asked.

      Fes glanced over at the Trivent leader. Now that the Asharn were gone, it no longer mattered if he shared where their location had been. “As far as we can tell, the Asharn have been destroyed. I imagine that pleases you.”

      “The Asharn have been troublesome,” Valenahr said.

      “The Asharn have opposed you. I’m sure that’s more than just troublesome to you.”

      Valenahr shrugged. “Perhaps.”

      “That’s where we first encountered these circles,” Fes said.

      “That is where you learned to suppress them?”

      Fes stared at Valenahr for a moment before nodding. “We recognized that there was something unusual taking place, though we didn’t understand the extent of it.”

      Jayell stepped forward. “You said that you are able to detect these crossings?”

      Valenahr glanced from Fes to Jayell for a moment. “We can pick up on when a crossing might occur. There is a certain signature that is triggered.”

      “Have your scientists been aware of any recently?” She turned to Fes. “If you want to find them, the answer might be in using the assets of the Damhur.”

      Once they found evidence of a crossing, then what? Fes and Larshon had barely survived an attack once before, and if another one came, would he be prepared for it? Would there be anything that he could do to counter it?

      Did he dare not try?

      They needed to understand this, and they needed to understand if there was anything tied to the fact that dragons had returned at the same time as there were so many of the atheran.

      It seemed like it couldn’t be a coincidence. There had to be something more to it, but what was it?

      “If your dragon will allow me to travel with him again, I will show you to the scientists.”

      Fes turned to Larshon, making his way so that he could stand in front of the great elder dragon. “What do you think about this?”

      “It is dangerous, and I share your concern that it is tied to the emergence of dragons.”

      “But you don’t remember facing creatures like this before.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Maybe they didn’t exist in your time?”

      Larshon growled, his voice a low rumble. “It is possible, but creatures such as we are describing sound to be ancient. It would be unusual for them to have not existed before now.”

      “Will you let Valenahr ride again?”

      “If it will provide us the answers that we seek, then it might be necessary.”

      “That’s my concern, too.” Fes climbed onto Larshon, waiting for Jayell, and then looked at Valenahr. “When you’re ready, Trivent, the dragon will take us to your scientists.”

      Valenahr glanced up at the palace for a moment, a strange expression burning in his eyes that left Fes wondering if perhaps he was keeping something to himself, but then Valenahr climbed onto the dragon, and they took to the air.
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      The Academy of Science at the heart of Javoor was an enormous building. It rose up from the ground like a gigantic mountain of stone, as if the scientists themselves had called it forth from the ground. It stretched toward the sky all alone. There was nothing other than it for leagues all around.

      “Why is it isolated like this?” Fes asked Valenahr as they approached.

      “Some of the work that they do is dangerous,” Valenahr said.

      “What sort of work?”

      Valenahr met his gaze for a moment. “The sort of work that I will not share with someone from the empire.”

      “You will if you intend me to help.”

      Valenahr stared toward the distant form of the academy. “They experiment on better understanding the powers that flow through the dragon relics. And they experiment on trying to better understand ways that we can use our other abilities.”

      Fes frowned at the last, suddenly understanding why Valenahr was reluctant to share with him. This was where they tested their Calling.

      He shouldn’t have been surprised that they would have a place devoted to better understanding their magic, and yet, he still was. The Damhur had had centuries of time to understand how to use their magic, and in that time, they had apparently continued to experiment, honing their magic to get to the point where they could exert it with exquisite control.

      “Who comes here to train?” Jayell asked.

      “Those who show potential are offered the opportunity to train here.”

      Fes looked from Jayell to Valenahr. Were Jayell born here, would she have come to the Academy of Science? More than likely, she would have. Given what he’d seen of the Damhur understanding of their abilities, she likely would have grown incredibly skilled.

      “Which means that you came here,” Fes said.

      “As did all of the Trivent.”

      “What will they say about you bringing us here?”

      “They will understand that there is need. The Academy has been a part of the discussion from the very beginning.”

      Fes watched the enormous tower as they circled around it. It was a circle of stone, and from this vantage, it appeared to be perfectly smooth, as if it truly had been brought out of the ground in a single sheet of rock. It had to be thirty stories high, and as they descended, the tower loomed over them, casting a strange shadow across the ground.

      Valenahr jumped off the back of the dragon and waited, glancing from Fes to Jayell. “If you want to understand the creatures, then you will need to come with me.”

      Fes glanced over at Larshon. “Take to the air. Keep the bond secure between us and let me know if you detect anything unusual.”

      “Such as the Calling that is flowing through here now?”

      “Such as that,” Fes said, nodding.

      After climbing off the dragon’s back, he took Jayell’s hand, moving away from Larshon, and watched as the dragon took to the air. He ascended far more rapidly than he normally did, at least more rapidly than he did when Fes was riding with them. Had the dragon been conscious of the fact that they couldn’t tolerate such a rapid ascent? Larshon sometimes dropped to the ground as if unmindful of the fact that Fes’s body was more fragile than the dragons’.

      Valenahr headed toward the entrance to the Academy. Fes and Jayell followed, finding an enormous arched doorway leading inside. There was a trail leading up to it, and a road running alongside that would have revealed travelers leagues in advance of their arrival. There would be no hiding an approach, unless one came by dragon.

      Before Valenahr had a chance to knock, the door opened, and a short, portly woman opened the door. She was dressed in a black robe with symbols embroidered on it. Her flat gray eyes darted from Valenahr to Fes and then to Jayell. “What is this?”

      “We need to know where the next atheran might emerge,” Valenahr said.

      “You can’t simply bring one of them here.”

      “I can, and I did, Hilda. I remain the head of the Trivent.”

      “For how much longer? Your failures have been noted, Valenahr.”

      Valenahr straightened and took a step toward her. Power surged from him, and Fes could feel the irritation rising within the other man. It was almost as if he were connected to Valenahr… or Valenahr was sending it as a Calling.

      Strange.

      “Will you step aside, or will you make me force my way in?”

      Hilda moved off to the side, and Valenahr strode into the room. Fes and Jayell shared a look before following him. Hilda watched them, and a part of him half expected her to attack—or at least attempt a Calling.

      Once inside, Fes expected a darkened room, considering the windowless building, but a soft white light glowed from everywhere. It cast the room with an almost artificial sense, and he glanced from Hilda to Valenahr. When she closed the door behind them, Fes could feel the way she sealed it, locking them in place. He suspected that he could overpower that, but it would require a significant drawing of his Deshazl magic to do so.

      “Where is the rest of the senior council?”

      “They have witnessed your arrival, and they await you in the Red Room.”

      Valenahr clenched his jaw and started toward the end of the room. Fes and Jayell followed. As they did, Fes took a moment to look around. The entrance to the Academy was mostly empty. He saw no decorations along the wall, nothing other than a few sculptures, one of them reminding him of a dragonglass sculpture, though from what he could tell, it was not dragonglass. Beyond that, there was nothing. It wasn’t until they climbed a flight of stairs, an enormous set of stairs sweeping around the inside of the tower, that they began to see some adornments upon the walls.

      Most of them were portraits. There were figures staggered every few feet, many of them incredibly ancient, based on the fading paint and the dust coating them. In a couple, there were scenes of fighting, and it took him a moment to realize that these must have come from the ancient war. In one of them, there was a scene of someone fighting a dragon, an enormous dragon bone sword held aloft, red swirling around it indicating power that radiated from the sword, and a dragon flying high overhead attacked by the swirling colors.

      Jayell tapped him on the shoulder, motioning for him to continue onward.

      There were other paintings much like the last. On each of them were scenes of the war. It was strange seeing it from this side, so different than what he had encountered within the empire.

      “Why are these here and not at the palace?” Fes asked.

      “You question why we would place such important artwork in our Academy of Science?”

      “I suppose that I do.”

      “Because we exult learning. It is different than in your land, a place where so many have mingled with your kind and learning is difficult. Here we have kept the Damhur separate from the tarshel, as they are incapable of fully grasping complexities.”

      Fes gritted his teeth, ignoring the barb, but not sure how long he would be able to handle comments like that from Valenahr. Once they reached the next landing, it opened up into a paneled room. A thick plush carpet spread across the floor. Tables lined the walls, and above each table hung a strange orb that glowed with the soft white light that filled everything around here. Several tables had vases of flowers that gave off an aromatic aroma, the fragrance one that Fes didn’t recognize. Valenahr made his way to the center of the room and stopped.

      “Which one is the Red Room?” Fes asked.

      “One more level,” he said.

      “And why are we waiting?”

      “I have not been given permission to proceed.”

      “I thought you were the head of the Trivent. Why would you need to be given permission?”

      Valenahr shot him an annoyed look. “You would not understand the complexities of our society.”

      “I’m beginning to think your complexities are unnecessary, as are you.” Fes grabbed for Jayell, and they continued forward, reaching a stair at the end of the hall.

      Power surged, swirling around him, and he turned to see Valenahr shaking his head.

      “You will not proceed without permission.”

      “I am not going to deal with your attitude any longer, Valenahr. With everything that you’ve said—and continue to say—I’m half tempted to leave you to deal with the atheran by yourself. Oh, that’s right, you don’t think that you can. You had brought others of the Damhur to your border to try to summon the dragons.” Fes pulled on his Deshazl power, drawing a hint from the dragon, and blasted free of the barrier that Valenahr tried to hold him in. “Try that again, and you will have my sword through your belly. I have a feeling that you aren’t quite as in control here as you would have me believe.”

      Fes turned away, heading up the stairs. When Valenahr followed, his feet thundering off the stone, Fes didn’t even glance back at him. They reached the next landing, and rather than a massive open room, they encountered a doorway. Beyond the landing, the stairs continued upward, and Fes was tempted to continue climbing, to see what else existed within the tower. Even here, he could feel the sense of a Calling, and there came the occasional flash of power, a reminder of fire mage magic used around him. What would Azithan think were he to know how much the Damhur experimented with their abilities?

      “Is this the Red Room?” Fes asked without looking back at Valenahr.

      “It is. If you enter without—”

      Fes pushed open the door.

      He was unsurprised to find that it was not locked. Given Valenahr’s resistance to the idea of entering without permission, he doubted that anyone would have tried.

      Inside the room, an enormous table occupied the center, drawing his eye. A huge plank of wood rested on what had to be a dragon’s skull. The skull glowed with a soft reddish light, pulsing slowly, making the entirety of the room glow with the same light. It was that glowing that had to give the room its name.

      Five men and women sat around the table, and they all jerked to their feet at Fes’s sudden arrival.

      “What is this?” one of the nearest men asked, looking past Fes to Valenahr. He was short, gray-haired, and had a sharp gray goatee. “You were not given permission to enter yet, Valenahr.”

      “It’s not my choice,” Valenahr said.

      “You can’t control this tarshel?”

      Fes took a step forward. “Let’s get this out of the way right away. I am Deshazl. If you continue to refer to me by that insulting title, you will find that I am not only not susceptible to your Calling, but I take significant offense to you using your power around me—and on me.” Fes swept his gaze over the collection of the Academy. “Valenahr tells me that you can detect an atheran emerging. I would know when the next one will be emerging.”

      “You do not get to speak here, tar—”

      Fes slammed power into the woman, forcing her back and crashing her into the wall. He held her gaze for a moment, and when she started to Call him, he pushed even harder. When the Calling faded and then finally retreated, he relaxed his hold on her. “Now, is there anyone else who would like to challenge what I can and cannot do? Your friend here just discovered that I’m not susceptible to your Calling. I have no interest in battling you one at a time, but if it is necessary, I will do so.”

      Fes sensed Jayell watching him, probably disapprovingly, but he ignored it for now.

      He turned, sweeping his gaze around the room again. None of them spoke. The two men present trembled, as if with barely suppressed rage, and Fes smiled to himself.

      “Excellent. At least I understand your priorities. You would prefer to have the people of Javoor fail, destroyed by the atheran, rather than work with someone you believe to be beneath you. Considering how easy it has been for me to overpower your magic, I wonder who actually is beneath who?” He turned to Valenahr. “It is why you brought me here? Did you think that they would be able to overpower me?”

      “I brought you here because you wanted to know how to detect an atheran emerging.”

      “And?”

      “And they were attempting to do so before you disrupted them.”

      Fes looked around the room, watching for a moment. As he did, he realized there was something on the center of the table that he hadn’t noticed before. It looked to be a bowl, and surprisingly, it was made out of bone. Within it was some strange milky liquid.

      “What were you doing to try to detect the atheran?”

      “We were testing,” one of the women said.

      “Testing what?” Fes asked.

      “Testing the connection to power that the atheran require for them to appear.”

      Fes glanced over at Jayell. They had detected that power enough times that he wondered if it would be possible for the two of them to be able to recognize the power the atheran used to cross over. There was a signature to it, and if they were able to better understand it, maybe they could use that signature, capture that sense of energy, and be able to reach it.

      All of that was predicated on knowing where the creature would come and being able to get there in time.

      “What do you use that for?” Fes asked, pointing to the liquid.

      “You can’t possibly think to understand,” Valenahr said.

      Fes ignored him. “What is that for?” he asked again.

      The woman he’d slammed against the wall stepped forward and took a seat at the table. Power flowed from her, and it took Fes only a moment to realize that it was fire mage magic, but it wasn’t only fire mage magic. There was a hint of Deshazl power mixed within.

      Somewhere within this building, there had to be some of the Damhur Deshazl.

      She was using a combination of power, mixing it together as she poured it into the bowl before drawing it back out.

      “Do all of you use a mixture of your power plus your captured Deshazl when you are attempting to find the atheran?” Fes looked around the room, and by the time he got to Valenahr, he realized that they were frowning at him.

      “Who is this tarshel?” one of the men asked.

      “This is Fezarn,” Valenahr said resignedly.

      “He is the one who destroyed Elsanelle?”

      “Yes.”

      “And the one who nearly prevented us from securing the beasts?”

      “You can talk to me,” Fes said.

      Someone in the room attempted to Call him, and he reacted, sending a blast of power outward. He used it indiscriminately, striking all five of the scientists. They were thrown back, most of them staggering, but the woman who had taken a seat merely slid back from the table for a moment.

      “We won’t be able to have much of a conversation if you continue to Call me. And we won’t be able to have much of a conversation if you refuse to acknowledge me.” He sent his gaze around the room. “I am Fezarn. I am the one who killed Elsanelle because she attempted to Call me. I am the one who tried to keep the dragons from you and succeeded for a while. And I am the one who saved the dragons from you. As Valenahr knows, if I find that you attempt to twist the dragons again, you will suffer my wrath.”

      The woman on the far side of the table started laughing. “I like this one, Valenahr. He has attitude. Spine. So many of the tarshel make it so that I almost believe that they are every bit the animal that we call them.” She took a seat at the table, resting her elbows on it and leaning toward Fes. “Tell me, Fezarn, why is it that you are here?”

      “Because I’ve faced one of these atheran, and I recognize that they are dangerous.”

      “If you faced one, then you would be dead.”

      “No. I faced it. The dragon faced it with me. And we destroyed it.”

      He wasn’t sure if that was true or not, but they had at least stopped the creature.

      “And now you think you are a great hunter of atheran? I was under the impression that none from the empire know anything about these creatures.” Her gaze drifted toward Valenahr. “Then again, you aren’t originally from the empire, are you?”

      Fes stared at her for a moment before realizing that the insult wasn’t meant for him but for Valenahr. “Apparently not.”

      “If these others will rejoin me, it’s our intention to continue to determine where the next incursion will take place. We were getting close, but we were disrupted.”

      “How is it that you can detect it?”

      “You can’t think to understand—”

      The woman cut Valenahr off by raising her hand. “There is a certain energy these creatures possess. It exists deep beneath the earth, and it grows more intense as they emerge, but once they do, we are no longer able to detect it. Before they emerge, the energy has a specific reverberation. We can reach toward that reverberation and pick up on where they might break free.”

      “And you search for them all the time?”

      “Some do. We have learned that we must always be prepared, Fezarn.”

      Fes looked around the room before pulling out a chair and taking a seat next to the woman. If she were going to be the only one who would answer his questions, he would focus his attention on her. More than that, she seemed willing to answer his questions, and there was something about her that suggested that she was willing to be more open-minded about the Deshazl.

      “When was last time the atheran attacked?”

      “It has been several hundred years.”

      “And the time before that?”

      “That was also several hundred years.”

      Fes frowned as he stared at the bone bowl at the center of the table. That had to matter somehow, but what was it? He scratched his jaw as he contemplated, every so often looking over at Jayell. Power flowed from her, though it was subtle, not nearly as overt as when she had used magic even several months ago. Did she know that she was using it in such a way? There was a significant control to her connection to power, enough so that he couldn’t help but think that she had to be aware of it, and it layered around her, creating a shielding, but the effect was more than that. There was something about it that helped her in ways that Fes didn’t understand.

      Perhaps that was how she was communicating with Azithan. Could she be speaking to him even now? If she was, what would Azithan say to her? What would he say to Fes?

      Somehow, they had to prevent the empire from attacking. He suspected that Jayell knew—and possibly was sending that message to Azithan.

      “Is there any regularity to the attacks?”

      “We had thought so. There was a time when the attacks came frequently.”

      “How frequently?”

      “Every hundred years or so. Eventually, they came less frequently, and now…” She glanced over at Valenahr before turning her attention to Fes. “How were you able to withstand her attack?”

      “Whose?”

      “Elsanelle, of course. She was one of our prized students, and when she was here, she demonstrated exquisite control. How was it that you were able to overpower her?”

      “I didn’t until the dragon partnered with me.”

      “We postulated whether that would be possible, though it has been years since we had any opportunity to test.”

      “I’m so lucky that I was able to offer you that opportunity.”

      The woman waved her hand. “You take offense when none was intended.”

      “You’ll forgive me for doing so, considering the way you enslave my people.”

      “We have been training tarshel for centuries.”

      “And during that time, did you ever think that they might be better suited to having free will?”

      “They are given the opportunity, but every time they do, they make mistakes.”

      Fes had a hard time believing that the Damhur would ever have given the Deshazl any independence, but then, he would never have expected the Damhur to have allowed the Deshazl to have a temple of their own. The fact that they did, and one that was so impressive, still surprised him.

      “What sort of mistakes do they make?”

      “The kind that prove they are not worthy of such freedoms,” the woman next to Fes said.

      Fes turned in his chair, glaring at her. “Careful. I share that same bloodline.”

      “You think that your sudden ability to raise the dragons and connect to them makes you worthy of freedoms?” the woman asked.

      “How long have your people been trying to recall how to raise a dragon?” Fes asked.

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “How long?” He let his gaze linger as he searched around the room. Finally, he paused when he looked at Valenahr. “In all that time, you believed the key was dragon bones and the dragon heart. In a way, you did learn how to resurrect dragons, but unfortunately, the way that you did so was not the most efficient. The answer was there all along. Only, the people who knew the answer were suppressed.”

      Fes reached for the bone bowl of liquid and pulled it toward him. There were several gasps around the table as he did, but he was careful not to let the liquid slosh over the sides, uncertain what was in it or what effect it might have on him if it spilled out.

      Staring down into the liquid, he noticed that there was a soft bluish glow to it.

      Asharn.

      That couldn’t be coincidental.

      “Where did you get this liquid?”

      “The answer to that is sacred,” Valenahr said, stepping up behind Fes. Power flowed from him, and Fes could tell that his touching the bowl had done something to anger the other man.

      Turning to face Valenahr, Fes pushed out gently with a barrier of Deshazl magic. All he wanted to do was prevent Valenahr from approaching too quickly, nothing more than that, and as the other man tried to approach, he bounced off the barrier. Valenahr gritted his teeth, taking a step back, resting his hand on the hilt of his bone sword.

      Fes shook his head. “Where did you get this liquid?”

      “Why?” This came from the more reasonable of the women sitting nearest Fes.

      “I’ve seen it before.”

      “You could not have seen it before.”

      “No? The Asharn have something like this, though it’s naturally occurring, and they built their entire city around it.” Several of the people at the table exchanged looks, and Fes smiled to himself. “You didn’t know, did you?”

      “This is the sacred Tears of Yilan. It is found in only a few places, and those who have the opportunity to taste it are given a great gift.”

      “And what gift is that?”

      No one answered, so Fes lifted the bowl, tilting it as if he were going to spill it on the table. As he did, the bluish glow within it became even clearer. There was no question in his mind that this was similar to the Asharn, but why should that be?

      The Asharn had helped protect the Deshazl of the forest, preventing them from the effect of the Calling. It was the same as the Dragon’s Eye, though the liquids were different.

      Then again, maybe they weren’t.

      All Fes knew about the Dragon’s Eye was that it was concentrated in the city, found there in enormous quantities, and that there was the orange glow deep within it. The Asharn seemed to bubble up from the ground, flowing through the trees around the Asharn city. Even that had been damaged during the attack. What would become of the Asharn now?

      If it were found in those locations, it followed that there would be others, and perhaps the Trivent knew of it. Perhaps they even knew why they couldn’t allow the Deshazl access to this liquid.

      “Fine. If you don’t want to answer, then…”

      Fes brought the bowl up to his face and, as someone reached for power, he tilted it back and took a sip.

      When it hit his lips, they tingled. There was a burning, and everything within him pulsed suddenly with a hot fire. It seemed to draw out his Deshazl side, flowing with incredible heat, flaring brightly within him.

      Fes trembled, setting the bowl back down and looking around the table. Several of the Damhur were pulling on power, and someone was attempting to Call, though he detected it faintly.

      All he was aware of was the heat flowing through him.

      It burned, demanding his attention, and left him throbbing. The power coursing through him was different than what he detected when he was within the Dragon’s Eye, different than what he had experienced with the Asharn. This was a terrible sort of pain that reminded him of when he had first connected to his Deshazl magic, the way that he had felt as if he would lose control, as if the rage would boil through him.

      Had he not understood the nature of his magic, and if he didn’t have the control that he did, it might have overwhelmed him.

      Distantly, the sense of Larshon came within his mind.

      “Do you know what this is?” he said to the dragon, connecting to his mind.

      “I feel you.”

      “What do you mean that you feel me?”

      “I feel your fire. I haven’t detected you burning quite like this before. You are like a dragon.”

      Fes smiled, imagining himself growing wings, flying high overhead, but as he imagined that, there came the persistent sense of power that flowed through him, and with it came a hint of uncertainty. Maybe this had been a mistake.

      “You should not have done that,” one of the Damhur said.

      This was a man across from Fes. A Calling radiated from him, a demand that he stand and move away from the table, that he ignore the bowl filled with tears, and yet, Fes ignored it.

      A part of him longed to tip the bowl back, to sip the liquid again, to feel that heat as it boiled through him. If he did, he could draw considerable power. It was almost as if it had connected him to the Deshazl side of himself more firmly than he had been before.

      That had to be his imagination, and nothing more.

      “What do you feel?” the woman asked.

      “Fire,” he said.

      “Yes. Fire is often the first thing we hear.”

      He turned toward her. “Others have tasted this?”

      “There have been other tarshel—Deshazl—who have attempted to try the sacred tears, but in each case, it has rendered them useless.”

      Fes turned to her. “That’s what you mean by attempting to give them freedoms.”

      She tipped her head. “We have tried, but their minds cannot handle it, not like ours. So you see, there is a good reason why we believe that your kind are less than ours. It is because the creator has deemed it so.”

      Fes glanced over at Jayell, then slowly turned his attention back to the bowl. Other than the brief connection to power, the pulsing fire that burned through him, he didn’t feel considerably different. It was possible that he was, much like it was possible that he had made a mistake by attempting to drink from the bowl, but he didn’t think so.

      And he wasn’t even a particularly strong Deshazl.

      There were others of the Damhur Deshazl who had much greater connection to their magic than Fes. They would have to have been better prepared for something like this than he was. The fact that he didn’t suffer left him wondering if perhaps they hadn’t, either.

      And maybe they were the ones who would head to the forest to join the Asharn.

      Something the Asharn had said to him came to mind. Not all who were tested survived.

      That sounded strikingly similar to what the Damhur suggested.

      And yet, Fes had experience with both the Dragon’s Eye and the Asharn, and he had survived both. That couldn’t be a coincidence.

      “This hasn’t harmed me,” Fes said.

      “It will. It always does.”

      Fes stared at the bowl, shaking his head. “I don’t think so.” He looked up, letting his gaze drift around the room. “How many of your people have tasted this liquid?”

      “Only those deemed the most worthy are tested.”

      There it was again. The same phrasing that the Asharn had used. Even those in Thoras had used a similar description for what happened to the people who were placed into the Dragon’s Eye.

      “What happens if more of your people are tested?”

      “They cannot tolerate it unless they are prepared.”

      “Why do you think it was so different for my kind? What if you haven’t trained them well enough to be prepared?”

      “You are the first of your kind to have attempted to taste the Tears of Yilan. Each time we have tried, they fail.”

      “What if they didn’t?”

      “As we said, the test—”

      Fes stared at the liquid again. “You believe this is rare, and I’m trying to tell you that I don’t think it is. What if they didn’t fail when you tested them? What if I know there’s another source for these Tears of Yilan, as you call them?”

      The woman met Fes’s eyes. “Show me.”

      Had there been a Calling, Fes might have refused. Instead, it was a request.

      “I will, but first… are you afraid of heights?”
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      Reaching the outer edge of the forest surrounding what had been the Asharn took only a little while, but during their journey, Fes had a feeling of ongoing uncertainty. It was strange traveling with so many of the Damhur. Not only did they have Valenahr with them, but also Catherine, the woman Fes had met within the Academy of Science. The others had wanted to come, though Fes wasn’t sure if they were paying lip service or whether they really had wanted to. Regardless, he had refused their request. They might have been able to fit on top of the dragon but having them outnumber him left him a little bit disconcerted.

      When they descended, they came to a landing at the edge of the forest. The first clearing was nearby, and Fes was determined to not have the dragon land inside it, not certain whether there was any danger to either himself or the dragon if they were to do so. Instead, he wanted to land outside of the clearing and walk the short distance. From there, they could investigate.

      When they climbed off, Larshon took to the air, hurriedly circling overhead.

      Catherine watched him depart. “You don’t worry that the creature will leave us behind?” she asked Fes.

      “I can ask him to return when we need to, but even if I don’t, I don’t worry about him leaving us.”

      “How do you connect with him?”

      “That’s a secret of the Deshazl,” he said.

      She watched him, studying him, and then slowly, a smile parted her lips. “You are not what I expected, Fezarn of the Empire.”

      “No? What did you expect?”

      “There were rumors of a great savage from the empire. A man who used his swords”—she glanced down at the twin dragonglass blades sheathed at his side—“and carved through our people.”

      “That might’ve been me.”

      “And yet, even if it was you, you do not fit with what I would expect of a savage.”

      Fes started into the forest. He had a sense of where he was going, though it came from his memory of seeing the first circle, not from feeling any sort of power. As they walked through the trees, he realized there was a residual energy that came from just up ahead, energy that came from both his and Jayell’s work.

      When he motioned to her, she nodded. “I can feel it, too.”

      “Normally I’m not aware of spells that you’ve left behind.”

      “Are you aware of this one?”

      Fes frowned, focusing on the nature of the magic in the distance. “I don’t know how much of it is you and how much of it is what I had done.”

      It didn’t take long before they reached the clearing. At first, they came across the wilting outer edge of the forest. There was no longer the same sense that there had been when they had first come here, but the trees were changing, the leaves starting to turn colors, and even the trunks of the trees were different than they had been before. These were massive trees, different than any other tree that he had seen, and when he had been here before, there had been a sense of power. He remembered his first impression of this forest quite well, and remembered feeling how unsurprised he was that the Asharn would choose a place like this to conceal themselves.

      Catherine started forward, ignoring the strangeness at the outer edge, and when she did, Fes detected a surge of energy coming from her. He couldn’t tell if it was only fire mage magic or whether she was somehow drawing power from her Called Deshazl. Knowing what he did of the Damhur, he wouldn’t have expected her to be able to draw power from her Called Deshazl. When he had faced the Damhur, it hadn’t seemed as if any of them had been able to use the power of their Called Deshazl in such a way, but there was something different about Catherine—and Valenahr, for that matter. When Fes had faced Elsanelle, he hadn’t really had the opportunity to determine whether she had more than just fire mage magic. For all he now knew, she had the same ability, one that would grant her the potential to draw from her Deshazl, and Fes had overwhelmed her by drawing on the dragon’s power.

      “This is the same as in the garden,” she said, turning her attention to Valenahr. “Only, there is something different here.”

      Fes joined her, pushing outward with the hint of his Deshazl magic, using it to protect himself. He didn’t think there was anything about this place that could be dangerous to him, but if there was, he was going to be prepared for it.

      “What difference do you detect?”

      “Within the palace, there was a sense of ongoing destruction.” She turned slowly, her gaze sweeping around her. “It required that we hold constant pressure upon it, using it so that we could prevent any additional damage.”

      “Jayell and I sealed off this place before we brought you here.”

      Catherine studied him. “How did you seal it off?”

      “We used both of our powers. The combined effort allowed us to seal it off.”

      The how of it was difficult for Fes to explain. He had poured his Deshazl magic into the ground and had pushed back, opposing whatever strange energy caused the damage. Now that it was done, he didn’t know that he could describe what he had done, though he had a sense of what Jayell had done.

      “Interesting.” She turned to Valenahr. “We need to send word to the others. They can use the tarshel and combine with them to see if they can’t seal them off.”

      “Hilda sent word,” Valenahr said.

      Fes would’ve asked when the Trivent leader had the opportunity to speak to Hilda beyond pushing his way into the Academy, but suspected that it came from some way to communicate wordlessly, the same way Fes had of doing so with the dragon. They had to be related, though he wasn’t at all sure how.

      “Do you still feel that Fezarn is unable to help?” Catherine asked.

      “He uncovered one piece that we did not. Considering his connection to the dragon, that is unsurprising.”

      Catherine pressed her mouth together, turning around as she clapped her palms against each other. “I think it is impressive that he was able to uncover this. Think of how many times that we have faced the escape of the atheran.”

      “How were you able to stop them before?” Fes asked.

      “In the past, the destruction continues to creep until it eventually burns itself off. The location of the atheran escape is left tainted.”

      “Tainted how?”

      “The land is useless for decades. It takes many years for life to begin to return. When it does, it creeps in slowly before finally returning in full.”

      “Is there a haze over it?” Jayell asked.

      Fes turned to her, frowning, but realized why she would ask.

      “No haze, though it is bleak, and much as how I hear your dragon plains are described.” She turned slowly. Power radiated from her, pressing downward. “How many did you find here?”

      “Within the forest, there was at least a dozen.”

      “And why do you think that this is similar to the Tears of Yilan?”

      “Come. I will show you.”

      They headed back to the trees, making their way to the edge of the forest. As they did, Fes sent a summons through the connection to Larshon, and the dragon swooped down, crashing to the ground, and they hurriedly climbed onto his back. With a tap and a silent request, Larshon took to the air, guiding them toward the center of the forest—and the Asharn.

      When they were there, Fes pointed down at the circle. The clearing here was no different than the others, but from the air, Fes occasionally caught a glimmer of a bluish discoloration on the trees, glistening against the leaves.

      “I don’t think that landing in the center of it will harm you,” he said to Larshon.

      “It is unlikely.”

      “Even so, I will hold power around you on the chance that something might happen.”

      “I have little doubt that you will ensure my safety.”

      Fes smiled to himself as Larshon dropped to the ground. He added his barrier around the dragon and found that Jayell did the same. When he glanced over at her, she shrugged.

      “This is no different than the other,” Valenahr said.

      Fes climbed off Larshon’s back, heading to the edge of the forest. As he looked up into the trees, he caught sight of the remains of the Asharn home, platforms that still existed high overhead, places where the people who had lived here had traveled from limb to limb, staying high above the ground.

      “This was once the heart of the Asharn,” Fes said.

      Valenahr and Catherine shared a look of surprise.

      “They’re gone,” he said.

      “Gone?” Valenahr asked.

      “Gone. I don’t know what happened to them, but whatever it was involved the same damage as you experienced at your palace. This atheran, whatever these creatures are, either destroyed them or, at a minimum, destroyed their home.”

      “They were always so close,” Catherine said.

      “They might have been close, but would you have been able to find them?”

      Catherine stared up at the trees, her gaze lingering on one of the nearest and most visible platforms. “Why would they remain here rather than going someplace else? If they fear us, why remain so close to the seat of our power?”

      It was the same question Fes had asked when he had discovered that the Asharn were so near to Javoor. If they feared the Damhur, and if they feared the Calling the way that he knew they did, he had wanted to know why they would be so willing to remain so close to those people.

      Discovering that there was something like the Asharn, a place of power like that, had answered that question.

      Fes motioned for Catherine to follow him, and they headed to the edge of the forest. He stared at the ground until he caught sight of the faint blue glowing softly along one of the damaged branches. Unsheathing his sword, Fes swiped it through the base of the tree, carving through it.

      Catherine watched him, a question burning in her eyes.

      When he sheathed his sword, he pointed into the tree. “This is why they never left.”

      Catherine frowned and approached slowly. When she did, she leaned over the open trunk. The strange thing about the trees that held the Asharn and about the nature of the Asharn as a whole was that the trunks were hollow rather than solid. Some of them were solid, though the trees that the Asharn flowed through were different.

      She dipped her hand into it, pulling it out and smearing some of the liquid onto her palm. Her eyes widened. “Valenahr,” she hissed.

      Valenahr joined her and leaned forward, sniffing at the now open trunk before dipping his hand inside. When he withdrew it, his eyes had already started to widen, and as he wiped it along his palm, bringing it to his face to breathe it in, he shook his head. “How is this possible?”

      Catherine turned to Fes. “How many places are like this?”

      “I don’t know how many places around here carry this flowing through them. The Asharn viewed this is a sacred place. It was a place of testing for their people.”

      “It was what?” Valenahr asked.

      Fes chuckled, glancing down at the branch. “You believed that the Deshazl could not survive it, and the Asharn felt similarly. Not all were able to survive, but enough did. I didn’t know much about the Asharn, but I witnessed their training, their preparation. They prepared themselves—and their minds—to oppose your attack. Part of that training involved coming to this place. When they were here, they were able to use the liquid, and in doing so, they could test themselves. They viewed it as something sacred.” He looked over at Catherine, staring until she met his gaze. “That sounds familiar, doesn’t it?”

      “Are there other places like that throughout the forest?”

      “I’m not sure. There was a reason that the Asharn came here, but I don’t know if it was because they knew they could find this liquid—the tears, as you called it, though they refer to it as the Asharn—in more than one place, or if it was only found here.”

      “We need to go back to the first one.”

      “Why?”

      “Take us back there,” Catherine said.

      There was a hint of a Calling, a snap of a command, and Fes reached for his sword. “Careful or I will think that you are not interested in working together.”

      Catherine took a deep breath, and the power that she had been holding began to fade. She forced a smile onto her face, though Fes was not convinced she felt any sincerity. “Would you please take us back to the last location, Fezarn?”

      “That’s better.”

      They headed over to Larshon and climbed atop his back. The dragon immediately took to the air and, within moments, they were landing at the first clearing once again. When they descended, Catherine jumped from the dragon’s back and made her way around the clearing. She paused at each tree, staring at it, before moving on. She went from place to place before pausing and pointing at one particular tree. “This one.”

      “What about it?” Fes asked as he joined her.

      “Would you mind cutting through it?”

      Curiosity as much as her request motivated him and Fes unsheathed, carving through the tree. The dragonglass met with very little resistance, and when the tree fell, he leaned forward, only somewhat surprised to discover that Asharn flowed through it.

      “How did you know?”

      Catherine looked around, her gaze scanning the entirety of this clearing before settling on Valenahr. “It’s the Tears of Yilan.”

      “That makes little sense.”

      “It makes complete sense. We have wondered how they became so powerful, but if they are ascending using the tears, then of course they would be powerful.”

      “What are you getting at?” Fes asked.

      Jayell joined him, standing in front of the trunk. She dipped her fingers down into it, dropping a few droplets of the bluish liquid into her palm before bringing it to her nose and sniffing. Jayell dipped her tongue into the liquid, and her entire body went rigid.

      “Jayell?” Fes asked.

      “Just wait,” Catherine said.

      “Jayell?” He said her name with more urgency, heading toward her, worried that she had done something dangerous. Why would she have dipped her tongue into the Asharn? It was a test for the Deshazl—only, it wasn’t only for the Deshazl. It was for the Damhur as well, and as a fire mage, wasn’t Jayell descended from the Damhur?

      “You must let it pass. It will take a few moments, but if she is going to survive this, then she needs to be given the opportunity to let it flow through her.”

      “Survive it?”

      “It is a test,” Catherine said.

      “What does it do to your kind?”

      “We feel it as a cold so intense that it burns. It opens up a connection to the powers within us, and those of us who are able to use the dragon relics are connected to them in a way that we were not before.”

      “What does it do to your ability to Call?”

      “It strengthens it,” she whispered.

      “How many don’t survive?”

      Catherine met his eyes for a moment.

      “How many?”

      “Many, Fezarn.”

      Fes grabbed Jayell and brought her over to Larshon. The dragon twisted his head, looking down at her. As he placed her on the ground, Jayell began to shake.

      “Jayell?”

      “I am sorry, Fezarn.” Fes looked up at Catherine, and it seemed as if she actually was sorry. “If the tremors have begun, it is the first step of the failing.”

      “The failing?”

      “As you know, and as we have said, not all survive this testing.”

      “Is there anything you can do?” he asked her.

      Catherine shook her head. “We have tried over the years, but there is nothing that can be done when it comes to the testing and the failing. Unfortunately, it seems as if…”

      Fes looked down at Jayell. He wasn’t about to accept that as the answer.

      He called upon his Deshazl magic and sent it into Jayell.

      He didn’t know how to help her and didn’t even know if using his magic in such a way would be effective, but he couldn’t sit back and do nothing.

      Fes remembered how Jayell had used her power to heal. There was an intricacy to it, a fine control that he didn’t know if he could replicate.

      He had to try.

      Fes traced his power through her, focusing it into her. He pressed his palms on her shoulders before moving them inward, placing them on either side of her torso. Power radiated from him, coursing from hand to hand, running through her. He could feel his Deshazl magic meet some strange resistance, and as he continued to push, he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps there wasn’t something else that he could do.

      It wouldn’t be something he could do on his own. It was something he needed Jayell and her ability to do, and as he pushed, he could feel her connection to the dragon relic in her pocket.

      If he hadn’t traveled with Jayell as often as he had, and if he hadn’t been aware of her magic the way that he was, he wasn’t sure that he would have been able to recognize that connection—or that power.

      But he knew Jayell.

      Calling on his power, he borrowed from hers and sent it through her.

      Heat began to burn within her; her entire body began to glow.

      Fes continued to push, sending power between his hands, letting it flow from him. It went from one side to the other, all the way through Jayell, triggering a connection to her magic.

      The tremoring began to ease. When it did, she took a deep breath.

      Fes continued to hold onto power, letting it roll through him, through her.

      Moments passed.

      Would it matter?

      Eventually, Jayell took over.

      He leaned back, crouching on his heels as he looked at her. She continued to glow, the enormity of the power she summoned nearly overwhelming, and he couldn’t help but be impressed by how tightly controlled her magic was, even after she had nearly died.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “I wasn’t about to lose you like that.”

      “I… I wasn’t prepared. I didn’t realize what happened.”

      “What did you feel?”

      “It was strange. I had never experienced anything like that before, but there was considerable power that flowed through me. I was able to open myself to the power of the dragons in a way that I haven’t before. And there’s something else, Fes.”

      “What?”

      She sat up, and as she did, he felt the sudden surge of a Calling.

      It came from Jayell.

      In all the time that he’d known her, there had been no evidence that she was able to Call, nothing that would suggest that she was so capable.

      “You can Call now?”

      “When that power coursed through me, I could feel how to do it. It was strange and amazing and terrible. And yet, the longer that I felt that power flowing, the more I understood it.”

      “What’s there to understand?”

      “I understood the way the power could be used. It called to me, practically demanding that I pay attention. That was when I nearly lost myself.”

      Fes looked up at Catherine, noticing that she was watching. “How many of your people are able to Call before their testing?”

      She frowned. “None.”

      “That’s why it is sacred to you, isn’t it?”

      “You don’t understand, Fezarn—”

      He stood, heading toward her. “I understand well enough. That’s why your Academy exists at all. You want to ensure that your people are trained to accept the testing.”

      Catherine took a deep breath, clasping her hands in front of her. She met Fes’s gaze without blinking. “I will not apologize for my people. We have lived in Javoor for thousands of years, and we have faced the potential threat of the atheran for the last thousand years, so do not think that I will bow to your judgment.”

      “You didn’t know anything about the Asharn being so prevalent. Which means that you don’t know nearly as much as you think you do.” Fes helped Jayell to her feet. “And you didn’t realize until just now that the Asharn was necessary for the atheran to return. I presume that it was found in your garden?”

      Catherine studied him for a moment before nodding.

      “And other places within Javoor?”

      “Other places have a hint of the Tears of Yilan, but they are not nearly as powerful and it as the garden.”

      Fes looked around. “Nor does it seem that they are as powerful as the forest here.”

      Catherine shared a look with Valenahr.

      “You didn’t know, did you?”

      She shook her head. “We didn’t know.”

      “Where are other places that you do know of that are powerful with the tears?”

      Valenahr reached for Catherine. “We need to return.”

      “I fear that we must.”

      “Why?” Fes asked.

      “Because the Academy is such a place,” Catherine said.

      They scrambled onto Larshon’s back, and Fes helped Jayell up before Larshon took to the air. The dragon swooped overhead, heading toward the Academy building, streaking faster and faster, his flying augmented by a spell that Jayell added to it. As they neared, Fes realized they were already too late.

      The tower was missing.

      It was almost as if it had been completely devoured. The enormous structure that had risen from the center of the rolling landscape had simply vanished.

      “How is that possible?” Valenahr asked.

      “The atheran,” Catherine said.

      They hadn’t been gone all that long, certainly not long enough for the creature to appear and have destroyed as much as it had. Which meant that it had to still be nearby.

      “What happens when they are gone?” Fes asked.

      “Gone?”

      “What happens when the creatures emerge? Where do they go?”

      “They cause incredible destruction. Eventually, they fade away into nothingness.”

      “You basically wait for them to disappear?”

      “That has been our strategy over the years. There has been no need to try to combat them, mostly because we aren’t able to even see them, Fezarn. These creatures are called the atheran for a reason. They occupy a space within the shadows, a space that is not of this world, and it’s a space that does not belong.”

      Fes glanced Larshon. “The dragons can see them.”

      “How is it that you know this?” Catherine asked.

      “Because my ability allows me to connect to the dragons. Doing so allows me to see through the dragon’s eyes.”

      He needed to do so now.

      “Keep flying,” he urged Larshon.

      As the dragon rose higher into the air, Fes pushed on his Deshazl connection, letting it stretch into the dragon. It surged, power joining the two of them, connecting as they shared their magic. There was a link that formed between them, and as he had before, Fes looked out through Larshon’s eyes, staring at the landscape below. As it had before, there was the stirring of various colors, the flash of orange and red that showed different heat signatures. Small blips on the ground moved quickly, animals that scurried from the dragon’s shadow, before disappearing completely. Trees and shrubs looked different than flowers and grass. Even the people near Fes appeared different.

      Larshon scanned the horizon, looking for evidence of the atheran.

      The creature had to be here somewhere.

      They couldn’t have been gone long enough for the atheran to have emerged and destroyed everything that it had, and then retreated. That meant that it was still nearby. Using his connection to the dragon, Fes said, “I find it hard to believe that these creatures simply disappear.”

      “As do I,” Larshon rumbled.

      “Where would they have gone?”

      “I do not know.”

      They continued to circle, the dragon making a large, looping path that spiraled overhead. As he did, Fes stared down at the ground, searching for evidence of the creature. He saw nothing obvious.

      “What if—”

      Something struck Larshon, sending the dragon tumbling. Fes hurriedly wrapped everyone on the dragon’s back into a barrier, holding them to Larshon. Larshon spun, righting himself, and Fes unsheathed his swords, jumping off.

      “Fes!”

      He ignored Jayell.

      He had to act, and having faced one of the atheran before, he knew that his swords were effective against the strange creature. If he could carve into it, he could disrupt the attack.

      Larshon continued to spin, his wings batting at the air, trying to stay aloft, but doing so was difficult. The attack came with a fury of power, slamming into Larshon from underneath. Now that he was free of the dragon, Fes was better able to see what was taking place. Using Larshon’s sight, he was able to make out the atheran.

      The creature was smaller than the last one. It had wrapped itself around Larshon’s wings, and Fes drove himself forward, launching with the power of his Deshazl magic, streaking into the atheran.

      The creature peeled off, almost as if aware of what Fes was doing. Fes slammed into Larshon but rolled to the side, putting his back to the dragon’s belly. With another explosion of power, he sent himself forward, cutting at the creature.

      “This one is fast,” he said to Larshon.

      “I cannot be faster.”

      “Jayell can. Ask her for help.”

      Continuing his attack, Fes launched himself at the atheran, but each time he neared, the creature peeled away. This time, Fes decided to remain close, holding onto the underside of the dragon, and made his way toward the creature, sweeping one of his swords toward it while the other came from the other direction.

      The atheran stripped off and plunged toward the ground.

      Fes kept waiting for the atheran to fly, but it didn’t appear capable of it.

      Releasing his hold on Larshon, Fes plummeted after it.

      Wind whistled around him. He angled the swords, keeping the blades pointed directly in front of him. He wasn’t going to be fast enough.

      With a boost of power that came from a fire mage spell, he streaked toward the atheran.

      Crashing into the creature, Fes drove the blade all the way through it.

      As he did, he pushed off with his Deshazl magic, spinning around, and realized that the atheran was still moving. Even though he had torn through the creature—or so he thought—it lived.

      And the atheran still crashed toward the ground.

      Fes spun, turning around until he was able to focus on the atheran again.

      As before, he plummeted toward the ground, sending himself in a tight spiral toward the creature. Jayell again helped, adding her power to his fall, giving him the speed necessary. Without it, he wouldn’t have been able to catch the atheran.

      His sword carved into the creature. There came a high shriek, and he spun the other blade, crashing into the other side of the creature. With both hands carving into the atheran, Fes pushed out with his Deshazl connection. Power flowed from him, reminding him of what he had done when trying to save Jayell, only this time his attempt was destruction rather than healing. It continued to build, flowing more and more, and Fes fed off the dragon, borrowing power from their shared connection. As it dumped into the atheran, he pushed with the dragonglass swords, forcing them deeper and deeper into the strange creature’s side.

      With an explosion, the atheran disappeared.

      The ground loomed in front of him.

      Fes tried to catch himself, but it was too late. He wrapped himself in a barrier, preparing for the inevitable crash. He was moving too quickly, Jayell having given him far too much speed for him to survive the impact, and he twisted, rolling over so that he could look up at both her and the dragon as he collided with the earth. It was better that than to watch his demise.

      The dragon was nowhere to be seen.

      Wind continued to whistle around him.

      Then he landed.

      But didn’t land.

      Hands grabbed him, and he rolled to realize that he had landed on top of Larshon. Somehow, the dragon had swooped underneath him, positioning himself in such a way that he had gathered Fes.

      Fes took a deep breath, releasing his barrier and sheathing his swords.

      “Thanks,” he said to Larshon.

      “You will be needed if we are to survive these creatures,” the dragon rumbled.

      As Fes situated himself on the back of the dragon, Catherine grabbed him, forcing him around to look at her.

      “How did you fly?”

      “I didn’t fly. I fell.”

      “You did more than fall. You were flying.”

      Fes shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. The atheran is gone.”

      “You destroyed it?” Valenahr asked.

      “I don’t know if I destroyed it or if decided it didn’t want to fight anymore, but it’s gone.”

      Power radiated from Catherine, and it was joined by that from Valenahr. It swept away from the dragon, a surge of fire mage magic mixed with something else that Fes expected was a Deshazl connection.

      “It is gone,” she said.

      “Like I told you.” Fes turned his attention to Larshon. “We need to land. We need to get a better understanding of these creatures and where they next will appear.” And he had to better understand the nature of the Asharn and why it seemed that these creatures were drawn to it. That was not a coincidence, and neither was the fact that the Academy was the most recent attack. It was almost as if the atheran had waited for their arrival to appear.

      He glanced at Catherine and then at Valenahr before turning his attention to Jayell. This was more than just about strange creatures appearing, but what was it about?
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      There was very little remaining of the Academy building. The destruction caused by the atheran made it seem almost as if it had never existed. The familiar circle ringed it, but this was larger than the others. Fes made his way across the clearing, focusing on the energy, and much like he had within the forest—and the palace grounds—he pushed on his Deshazl connection, waiting for Jayell to join him so they could seal this off.

      “This one is quite a bit larger than the others,” he said softly to her.

      “If it’s connected to the Asharn, do you think that it could be tied to how much is available?”

      If that were the case, then the creature that would have emerged from here would have been far more powerful than the others, at least if the amount of Asharn had anything to do with it. The atheran that they had faced had not struck him as that powerful. Small, agile, and fast, but the creature hadn’t been overwhelmingly powerful.

      There had to be another explanation, but what?

      “Why would this not have been attacked before?” Fes asked, looking around the emptiness that had been the tower. “If the atheran had attacked the Damhur before, and if it’s tied to the Asharn, why not attack where the liquid comes in quantity?”

      “Unless they have some way of suppressing it.”

      Turning to Catherine, Fes found her making her way around the clearing much the same as he was, though in her case, there was sadness written on her face. “How have you prevented the atheran from attacking your Academy before?” Fes asked.

      “We have always been aware of the emergence. We have been able to detect them.”

      “Have you done anything differently this time?”

      “Other than trying to face you, Fezarn?”

      Fes frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “What it means is that we have found ourselves needing to deal with a threat that we have not faced before.”

      “A threat triggered by your people.”

      “And that trigger is because we feared more atheran attempting to cross. We could not withstand them on our own. We sent our people to the empire to raise the dragons if possible. We knew that would be the only way that we would be able to effectively stop the atheran if they came in such numbers. It had been a few hundred years since they last emerged, and we were due.”

      “You’ve been weakened, haven’t you?” Jayell asked.

      Catherine looked over at her before nodding. “It required considerable strength, and many of our assets were lost in the attempt.” She swung her gaze over to Fes before turning back to Jayell. “We had thought that the atheran had all emerged and had not considered that they would attempt to do so here.”

      Fes continued to sweep his gaze around the clearing. “Where else are there stores of Asharn?”

      “You have seen them,” Catherine said.

      “Considering how sacred you view the tears, I suspect there are other places that you don’t want to share,” Fes said, glancing from Catherine to Valenahr. “If there’s a risk of more atheran emerging, we need to know.”

      Catherine studied Fes for a moment before glancing at Valenahr. “As far as I know, there are no others. The Academy building was situated over our most potent store of the Tears of Yilan.”

      “Fes?”

      He turned to Jayell and found her watching Larshon.

      “There is another place that we haven’t gone.”

      “It’s different. The Dragon’s Eye isn’t the same as the Asharn.”

      “Are you sure? The effect is the same, at least for the Deshazl. What if it is the same?”

      “Is it?” Fes asked, turning to Larshon.

      “I’m not sure,” the dragon rumbled. “The effect is similar, as she says. It is possible that they are the same.”

      “If that’s the case, why wouldn’t the atheran have been drawn to the Dragon’s Eye before?” For that matter, why wouldn’t the Dragon’s Eye have been drawn to the Asharn before? Why now?

      It couldn’t all be because the Damhur had attempted to raise the dragons. That explanation didn’t sit with him all that well. It implied there was something else, but what?

      “Come on,” Fes said, motioning to the two Damhur.

      “Where are you going?” Catherine asked.

      “There’s another place that I think we need to visit. You were near there before, though you probably didn’t know what it was.”

      “Those tarshel won’t be able to help us,” Valenahr said.

      “Those Deshazl know as much as you do. And from what I can tell, these attacks are all tied to that time.”

      “I have no interest in continuing this farce.” He turned to Catherine. “I will continue to summon the dragons. The tarshel might believe that they can’t resist, but I’ve seen that even he has felt the effects of the calling.”

      “I question whether that is wise, Valenahr,” Catherine said.

      “I am the head of the Trivent. The only one who still lives. Your time for questioning is over. We have listened to your plan long enough. Your attempts to protect us have failed, and now it’s time to return to the methods that we know are effective. They are how we have survived all of these years.” He turned his dark glare on Fes. “As you are the one who brought us into this, I would have you return me to the palace.”

      He blinked. Surprisingly, there was no command buried in it. It was simply a demand, not a Calling, and Fes glanced at Larshon before shrugging. What harm would there be in returning Valenahr to the palace? It might be a delay, but it was because of Valenahr that Fes had even come to know about the Academy—and the tie to the Asharn. “Fine. If I discover on the journey that you attempt to Call me, I’m tossing you from the dragon’s back.”

      Valenahr climbed onto Larshon, taking a position near the front of the dragon, near the head, and Fes shook his head as he got settled on the dragon. Catherine lingered for a moment, looking around the clearing before following them up onto Larshon.

      “You don’t have to come with us,” Fes said to her.

      “You think that I would prefer to remain behind?”

      “I don’t know what you would prefer. You can stay in the palace with Valenahr and continue to help your people.”

      “I will help my people by trying to understand what’s taking place.”

      Larshon took to the air, and Fes looked over the side every so often, staring down at it as he studied the emptiness, the clearing that had formed by the emergence of the atheran, marveling at the size of it.

      “We can’t have faced the atheran that came from this,” Fes said.

      “The others were all similar in size,” Jayell said.

      “Maybe the quantity of Asharn buried beneath the Academy was such that it allowed an even larger atheran to appear.”

      “If that’s the case, if they draw upon the Dragon’s Eye…”

      Fes didn’t want to think about what sort of creature would appear there. The atheran that they had faced had been smaller than the dragons, but even then, because of how fast they moved, they were difficult to combat.

      Larshon headed toward the capital of Javoor, and as he swept over the city, they noticed that there was movement near the massive temple. A stream of people was heading away from it.

      “What is that?” Fes asked.

      Catherine stared into the distance. A hint of a fire mage spell burst from her, and as she leaned over, she hung almost precariously to Larshon’s side. “It is unusual. It’s rare for the temple to have such activity.”

      “There was a festival recently,” Valenahr said.

      Could the festival these Deshazl celebrate be the same as what had been celebrated in Thoras? They reached the palace grounds before Fes had an opportunity to fully understand what was taking place, and as Larshon settled to the ground and Valenahr jumped free, several other Damhur emerged from within the palace, heading toward them, a Calling already beginning to build.

      Fes prepared his Deshazl power, readying to resist when Valenahr strode toward them, his hand raised and power flowing from him, though no sort of power that Fes understood.

      “Let’s go,” he said, tapping on Larshon’s side.

      The dragon took to the air carrying Fes, along with Jayell and Catherine, circling around as he gained altitude until much of the city was in view beneath him. He continued to fly higher and higher, gusts of wind picking up, clouds forming a mist around them, and then they burst free, higher than the clouds. Sunlight shone down on them. The air was thinner here, and Fes struggled to take a breath, but Larshon burst forward, moving with increasing speed.

      They streaked southward. Fes could make out nothing from this high up, and though there were openings in the clouds, he wasn’t able to see anything through them.

      Leaning toward Larshon, he asked, “Why did you fly so high?”

      “I want to be prepared for the possibility that these creatures can attack us from the ground.”

      “You don’t think they can fly?”

      “As far as I could tell, they had no wings to do so. Even if they did, I can fly faster than any such creature.”

      Fes didn’t know if Larshon’s confidence was warranted or not, but he had a tremendous speed this high up. It seemed almost as if they traveled in a current of wind, moving faster than they ever had, even augmented by one of Jayell’s spells. As he was about to warn Larshon that he was getting lightheaded, the dragon dove.

      He descended rapidly, streaking toward the ground, his massive wings curled around his body, shooting toward the ground like an enormous arrow. They pierced the clouds, mist streaming around them, and when they were clear, the distant sight of the Dragon’s Eye came into view.

      Larshon spread his wings, slowing his flight.

      As Fes began to settle in, a surge of strange energy washed over him.

      “Larshon!”

      The dragon banked off to the side, causing Fes to wrap a barrier around himself and the others. He used it to tie him to the dragon, keeping them from falling off. Larshon rolled, spinning, and Fes quickly connected to the dragon, borrowing from his sight.

      A dark shape streaked toward him.

      As he prepared to jump, he realized that wasn’t the only one coming at them.

      Two others were heading directly toward them.

      “Do you see them?”

      The dragon roared, twisting his head, shooting a stream of flame at the nearest of the atheran.

      None of the three were all that large, but each of them were moving quickly, and given Fes’s experience facing them, he knew they would be difficult to stop.

      “Can you handle one of them?” he asked Larshon.

      The dragon growled in response and curled his wings in to his body, allowing them to pick up speed. Flames continued to streamer from his nostrils, and Fes took that as his consent.

      He launched himself.

      As he did, he unsheathed his swords, heading toward one of the atheran. He pushed off with his Deshazl connection, sending himself streaking faster and faster until he reached it. He jabbed the sword into the atheran, and having learned his lesson the last time, he sent a surge of power through the blade, allowing his Deshazl magic to pour from him. It exploded in a rapid surge of energy and the creature either dissipated or was destroyed.

      There was one other atheran to deal with, and Fes turned his focus to it. He was below it now, and he focused his attention on the ground, pushing upward, using that connection to force him toward the other atheran.

      Fes tried to ignore the movement overhead and the distracting way that Larshon spun, snapping and using his massive legs to claw at the other atheran, and tried not to think about what was happening to Jayell and Catherine as they clung to Larshon’s back. He could do nothing more than what he was doing now.

      Power surged into him, and he nearly reached the other atheran, but the creature twisted.

      As it did, Fes caught a better glimpse of it than he had before. It was probably three times his size, massive, with limbs ending in sharp claws. Everything about it seemed to be drawn from the darkness, summoned from shadow itself, and as he neared it, the creature spun his enormous head toward Fes, who had the impression of dark eyes that seemed to swallow the light all around it. He saw no mouth and had a vague desire to stop moving.

      Pushing that thought away, he sent himself toward the atheran. He jammed his sword into the creature’s belly, pushing on his Deshazl connection. One of the atheran’s claws managed to rake against Fes’s side, and he screamed.

      Fighting back the desire to abandon this attack, he sent another surge of power into the sword, using it to connect in such a way that he could destroy the atheran. He knew it would work, if only he could overpower the atheran.

      More than that, he knew it could work if he could stay fixed in place. With the creature spinning and thrashing as it did, Fes was nearly thrown free. If he were, then this atheran would be able to reach Larshon, and not only would the dragon be in danger, but Jayell would be, too.

      Fes held tightly to his Deshazl magic, wrapping it around himself and binding himself to the atheran. He poured more and more power out of the end of the sword, letting it flow freely, and slowly—too slowly—the atheran began to bulge, the power within him not containing the Deshazl magic, and with a painful scream from the atheran, the creature shattered.

      Fes released his Deshazl hold and looked up to see how Larshon fared.

      Three atheran clung to the underside of the dragon.

      Where had the others come from?

      Glancing at the ground, taking a moment to contemplate how it was that he was able to stay in the air, Fes pushed off with his Deshazl connection, sending himself streaking toward the atheran. As he did, he sent out a summons.

      He needed to reach the other dragons. They needed to be warned of the atheran, but more than that, he might need help to fight off the atheran that were attacking now. If there had been five here, it was possible that there were even more yet to be discovered.

      Fes shot toward the dragon.

      As he neared, Larshon twisted, opening himself in such a way that would allow Fes to attack the nearest of the atheran, so he jabbed his sword into the creature, wrapping it in his Deshazl magic the same way as he had the last one and sending power flowing through his sword. The creature shrieked, a painful sound that was bound by the barrier Fes wrapped around him, and he held on until the atheran exploded.

      Rather than jumping and trying to reach the other atheran, Fes crawled forward, making his way toward the next one. This one seemed to anticipate him, twisting out of the way, and Fes jabbed at it, but the atheran swiped at his dragonglass sword. It was nearly knocked free, and as Fes twisted around, the other atheran clawed at him, tearing at his arm.

      Fes cried out, struggling to hold onto his sword. Without it, he would have no way of destroying these creatures. He twisted, spinning around and bringing the other dragonglass blade toward the atheran, and hacked off one of its limbs. He didn’t hesitate, not knowing if they could regenerate, and slammed the sword into it.

      The other stalked toward him, using his strange claws to cling to Larshon’s scaled underside. Fes brought his other sword around and jammed it into the other atheran. With his injured arm, he was barely able to hang on, but he squeezed the hilt of the sword and pushed his Deshazl power out from him, into both of the atheran.

      He didn’t have enough strength remaining.

      With the thought, Larshon pushed his power into Fes. It flowed through him, through the sword, and into the atheran, and with Fes holding on as he was, both creatures exploded simultaneously.

      Fes could do nothing more than hold himself to Larshon’s underside with his magic. He could barely move, and he didn’t trust himself to try to reach Larshon’s back.

      The dragon descended.

      As he did, the tingling sense of other atheran came to Fes.

      “No,” Fes whispered. “We need to go higher.”

      “You won’t survive higher,” Larshon rumbled.

      “We won’t survive another atheran attack until I can recover.”

      Larshon rolled, spinning so that he could open his massive wings, and shot toward the sky.

      Fes had never ridden Larshon in such a way, and clinging to him as he was, he could feel the power surging through the dragon, each beat of his massive wings contracting enormous muscles in his chest. The dragon’s heart thundered in his chest, thundering beneath Fes, and he found himself drifting.

      “Stay awake, Deshazl,” Larshon said.

      Did he say it, or did it come within his mind? Fes wasn’t sure and didn’t know if it even mattered. He wanted to rest. Pain burned through his arm and he found that he could barely move it. It was a wonder that he hadn’t dropped one or both of the swords, and yet he still managed to hold onto both of them, though some of that might be the way that he had tied himself to the dragon by using his Deshazl connection.

      When they reached the clouds, a chill washed over him, a similar sense that he had felt when they had begun their ascent. Heat radiated from Larshon, keeping Fes warm, and he began to drift.

      Visions fluttered through his mind. They were the same visions that he’d had ever since beginning to connect to his Deshazl magic. They were visions that demanded that the dragons be returned, visions where they flew freely once again. In those visions, he had seen them circling over distant mountaintops. The sun shone on their backs, warming them, and they flew together, hunting together, and there was power and unity in it.

      Why should Fes have that vision again?

      Did it even matter? It was a peaceful vision, one that gave him a sense of longing for a time that might never return. Ever since learning that he was connected to the dragons, Fes had wanted nothing more than to help them return, and as much as he had tried, he still felt as if he failed them. They needed more help than he had been able to provide.

      And yet, had he done nothing, the dragons would never have returned. They would never be back within the world, and they never would have had the opportunity to fly at all. In that sense, Fes had done something important. He knew that he had. He could feel it. And because of him, the dragons had been protected from the Damhur attempting to Call them.

      They were freed.

      Only… they were not.

      He hated the knowledge that despite everything that he had done, the dragons were still under attack. They might no longer suffer under the Damhur, able to avoid a Calling, and if necessary, they could avoid the Damhur altogether, but they were still under attack. These strange atheran continued to appear. And for some reason, the atheran targeted the dragons, hunting them.

      Would his vision be tainted by atheran destroying the dragons?

      Fes wanted nothing more than to allow the dragons the peace to continue their freedom. To have the opportunity to soar through the sky, to remain free of any outside influence. If that meant separating from the Deshazl, traveling someplace where they would no longer have to fear anyone, then so be it. It would be better than what they had suffered so far. They deserved that much.

      He continued to feel the strange weakness washing over him. Within it came an urging, a command that he awaken, but Fes did not want to come back around. He was content with this vision.

      And why shouldn’t he be? He had suffered enough, hadn’t he? Hadn’t the dragons suffered enough? Perhaps the best strategy now would be to take Larshon with him, to leave both Javoor and the empire, to head anywhere they would not be under attack. Where no one could Call them.

      If he did that, then he abandoned those who had come to count on him. And he potentially abandoned the dragons. The dragons needed someone who would be willing—and able—to intervene. They needed Fes.

      Something pushed on him. It seemed almost as if it were trying to wake him up. Fes resisted. He stared into the distance, enjoying the vision as it spread out in front of him. In that vision, he saw the dragons. They were free in a way that they weren’t in his world. Why shouldn’t he enjoy this vision? Why shouldn’t he enjoy seeing the dragons like this?

      The pressure on him came again. Fes continued to ignore it, fighting against it. If he didn’t, it would tear him away from seeing these dragons. Several of them were dragons that he had seen in real life. There was Larshon, flying freely, his enormous shadow stretching across the ground, and there was the massive maroon dragon, the other elder dragon that they had saved. Even the green dragon was there, his smaller form joining the others, circling the mountaintop. They were like a family.

      Fes wanted to allow the dragons to have that family. He wanted to allow them to have that freedom. He wanted them to be able to know peace.

      Power surged upon him.

      Was this the atheran attacking again?

      He tried drawing his Deshazl magic but found that he couldn’t.

      Maybe the atheran attack had drained him. If it had, then there would be nothing more to do, though he no longer knew whether he cared. If the dragons wouldn’t be able to fly freely in this world, then perhaps they could fly freely in his vision. That had to be enough.

      “Fes!”

      There was urgency in the voice, and there was something about it that he recognized. The awareness of that pushed back his vision, forcing it into the shadows.

      If it did, the atheran would win.

      Fes tried to cling to the vision, trying to cling to that memory, but it faded away from him.

      “Fes!”

      Power attacked him. As it did, he thrashed, trying to fight it, but he wasn’t strong enough. Could it be that power wasn’t trying to attack him?

      It was trying to heal him.

      “Jayell.”

      Trying to blink open his eyes, Fes found that he couldn’t, not easily. Everything was shrouded in shadows and darkness. He tried drawing upon his Deshazl connection, but it wasn’t there, not the way that it should be. There came the distant sense of Larshon, and Fes tried to reach toward the dragons, using his connection, but wasn’t sure if he was effective. Every time that he tried, there was a resistance.

      “Stay with me, Fes,” Jayell said.

      He wanted to tell her that he would, that he was going to stay awake, that he was going to stay with her, but he was unable to open his eyes, let alone his mouth.

      Wind whistled around him. He could hear, but he could see nothing.

      Where was his connection to power? Why was that absent?

      Had the atheran separated him from his magic?

      If it had, then any chance they might have to stop the atheran would be lost. He would have failed the dragons.

      Fes hated the idea that he would let them down. Already he had failed his vision, not bringing to fruition the image that he had seen. Would he fail them in the real world as well?

      “Fes.” The voice came again. It had to be Jayell, but it seemed almost as if the wind were swallowing her voice.

      Something pressed against his chest and power flowed into him.

      From his experience attempting to keep Jayell alive, borrowing from her magic, he recognized the nature of that power. It was a healing sort of power, and as it flowed from her and into him, it continued to restore him. He could feel warmth returning. The vision became more and more distant within his mind, as if he were meant to forget, yet Fes didn’t want to forget. He felt as if he should remember, that he should always remember, but the longer that he was wrapped in this power, the less he could recall what he had seen.

      There had been answers there. He could swear that had been the case, but why?

      Fes strained to remember, straining against the power, but felt more and more of Jayell’s magic flowing into him. She was forcing him to return, and he could not fight her.

      “Open your eyes.”

      This was a different voice. Not Jayell, and there was a Calling within it.

      Fes trembled, trying to resist, but the demand required that he follow the Calling. As much as he might want to resist, he could not.

      Had the atheran damaged his ability to do so?

      The idea that he could no longer fight a Calling left him terrified. With everything that he’d gone through, everything that he had done, the ability to resist the Calling was the one piece that had given him relief. If that were gone, if he could no longer do it, then what did he have?

      What would he become?

      “Fezarn. Open your eyes.”

      This came as a Calling again, and as much as he wanted to resist, to refuse, he could not.

      His eyes opened, almost as if of their own accord, and he looked around to see that he was sitting atop Larshon and the wind whistled around them, making it so that it was difficult to focus. There was mist flowing around the dragon, and with it came a certain power.

      Jayell crouched next to him, her hands on his chest, pushing down and sending her fire mage spell into him, a healing. It flowed from her, into him, and that warmth came with it. He continued to feel the power and no longer fought it as he had before. Why would he? Now that he knew the purpose of that power, there was no reason to fight it. It was meant to help. To heal. And he welcomed it.

      “There you are,” Jayell said.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “You tried to disappear from us for little while,” she said.

      “How?”

      “I don’t exactly know how. You were there, and then you weren’t. The dragon warned me that something was wrong, and he made it so that we could grab you.”

      Fes reached for his Deshazl connection, fearing that it wasn’t there, but found that he was able to use it. Sitting up, he looked around for a moment. Larshon continued to fly in a circle, soaring within the clouds. There was an advantage to doing so, in that they were hidden, and he tapped on Larshon’s side. “Thank you.”

      “What happened?” Jayell asked again. “I didn’t recognize the injury.”

      “One of the atheran attacked me,” he said.

      “And you survived?” Catherine asked.

      Fes turned to her, nodding. “Apparently.”

      “That is unusual. Most of the time when an atheran attacks one of our people, they succumb to the injury quite rapidly. It is remarkable that you managed to survive.” She was looking at Jayell, and Fes couldn’t tell if it was her spell that had saved him or if it was something about him. There had been another time when he had very nearly died and yet had survived, and that time he had wondered why.

      “There are more atheran down there, aren’t there?” Fes asked.

      “There are,” Larshon said.

      “It’s like they know where the Dragon’s Eye is,” he said.

      “I thought the opposite.”

      “Why?”

      “I think they are arranged where they are to follow us to it.”

      “Why wouldn’t they be able to find it?”

      “The same reason I’m not able to see through the forest,” Larshon said.

      Fes’s breath caught. Could that be it? Could the atheran be unable to find the Dragon’s Eye because of the strange trees surrounding it?

      If that were the case, then they couldn’t be responsible for revealing the location of the Dragon’s Eye. They had to find some way to keep hiding it from the atheran.

      But how?

      “The rest of the dragons are coming,” Fes said.

      “I can feel it,” Larshon said.

      “It’s my fault. I asked them to come when I detected the attack.”

      “It is what must happen.”

      “Why?”

      Larshon turned toward him. Heat radiated from him, and his golden eyes glowed. “I fear that either they survive or we do. It cannot be both.”
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      Circling high overhead, Fes focused on the ground, looking for evidence of the other dragons. They would have to be there. He could feel them coming but had seen no sign of them.

      They remained overhead, flying through the clouds, using them to hide from the potential atheran attack. Fes wasn’t about to ask Larshon to descend and risk himself against a threat like that. He didn’t know if he, personally, was strong enough to withstand another attack, let alone whether the dragon was. After what they had faced, Fes feared that he might not be strong enough. Though Jayell had healed him, it felt as if he were still weakened and the remnants of the attack lingered.

      Fes continued to hold onto his connection to the other dragons, reaching for them, straining to see if there was any way that he could detect them. At the same time, he was worried about whether or not he could detect any of the atheran.

      “What is this place that you fear them finding?” Catherine asked.

      “It’s a place of power to the Deshazl,” Fes said. “It’s different than the Asharn city. It’s a place where the Deshazl and the Damhur had once lived together.”

      “I have heard rumors of such a place, but none have ever discovered it.”

      “Probably because you don’t really want to know how to find it. This place is powerful, and it ties our peoples together in a way that we have not been in some time.”

      “Why do you feel the atheran would search for it?”

      “If they are somehow connected to the power of what you call the Tears of Yilan, this place has an enormous collection of something that is similar.”

      “How enormous?”

      Fes twisted so that he could look over his shoulder at her, meeting her gaze. “It is significant.”

      Catherine sat in silence for a few moments. They continued to circle, the dragon winding through the clouds, heat radiating from his body and turning the clouds into steam. Despite that, there was still something comforting about where they were. Shrouded in the mists and the clouds, Fes didn’t feel afraid.

      “All these years, we have believed that the tears were limited. It’s why we valued them.”

      “You also believed that only the Damhur could be tested.”

      “We have tried testing others, but they have failed.”

      “What happens when they are tested?”

      “They are brought to the temple, as is their custom.”

      “Why is that their custom?”

      “We don’t ask when it comes to the tarshel. We have always allowed them a certain freedom to practice their faith, and we have not interfered with it.”

      It might be the only freedom they had allowed, and yet Fes was left with the question about why they would do so. “How often have you attempted to test the Deshazl?”

      “Why?”

      “How often?”

      “There has been testing over the years, though it has been unsuccessful.”

      “What sort of frequency are we talking about?”

      “There are many of the Academy who feel that testing the Deshazl is a mistake. They fear that wasting the opportunity to taste the tears sacrifices something, but others recognize that there is power to them, and we have tried to offer them an opportunity to delve for greater depths of that power.”

      “That’s not an answer,” he said.

      “Because there is no specific answer, Fezarn. We have offered testing a few times a year. We do so as part of—”

      “An experiment,” Fes said. He shook his head. They knew what would likely happen, and yet they still tested the Asharn—or the tears—on Deshazl who had little hope of surviving.

      Only… did they have little hope of surviving?

      If they tested it on the Damhur Deshazl, it would likely be those who were more powerful, wouldn’t it? Why else would they risk something like that?

      “How do you decide which Deshazl are tested?”

      “They are recommended by their owners.”

      Fes bristled at the comment but forced back his issues with the way they referred to the Deshazl. He would not change that rapidly. “Even though they may not survive?”

      “They recognize that they might not survive, but there would be great value to their owner if they do. The first of the tarshel to survive would be incredibly valuable. And now one has survived, only he was not tarshel. You would be very valuable to my people, Fezarn.”

      Fes frowned as he tried to work through what she was telling him. If it was a testing, he couldn’t have been the very first person to have tried the tears and survived. Regardless of the flattery of thinking that he might be the first, that couldn’t be the case. More than that, it meant that others had survived.

      And if they had been brought to the temple…

      “We need to head back to the city,” he said, tapping on Larshon.

      The dragon rumbled his agreement, and they turned, heading toward the city.

      “What is it?” Catherine asked.

      “It’s all of this. It’s your testing with these tears. Your willingness to experiment on the Deshazl. Your belief that they didn’t survive the testing. All of that leaves me troubled.”

      “I can assure you, Fezarn, those people did not survive. Once they reached the tremoring—”

      “Like Jayell?”

      Catherine met his gaze. “None have ever returned from the tremoring.”

      “Much like no Deshazl has ever survived the testing. What if you’re wrong?”

      “What are you getting at?”

      Fes breathed out heavily. “I don’t really know what I’m getting at, only that there is something that doesn’t feel quite right.” He couldn’t shake the sense that all of this was somehow tied together, but he had a hard time connecting it to the Deshazl. They were Called, and even if there were those who had managed to escape, the fact that there were some who had survived, who had gotten free from the Calling in the first place, was a question that he should have asked before.

      Now he wondered whether there was something more that Arudis hadn’t shared with him. Could she have been one who had been tested?

      More than that, had his parents?

      Larshon led them below the clouds, and the city came into focus. There was activity within the city, quite a bit of it focused on the temple, but Fes ignored that, heading instead toward the palace grounds, guiding Larshon there. When they landed, he climbed off, the hint of fragrance from the flowers drifting to his nostrils, mixing with something else, an undercurrent of an unpleasant aroma, and he looked around.

      Jayell joined him. “What is it that you fear?”

      “Somehow this is tied to the Asharn. I’m not really sure what or how, but somehow it is tied together.”

      “But why here?”

      “Because I have questions.”

      “What about the dragons?”

      “We might need the dragons to come here,” Fes said, turning to look at her. “This is tied to the Asharn, and there’s something more to it than what we know and understand. They have been testing themselves—and the Deshazl. If they’ve been testing the Deshazl, I can’t believe that they wouldn’t survive, and if they have survived, it suggests that there is something more taking place than what we have known.”

      “What are you thinking?”

      “There has to be a reason that Javoor has been attacked by the atheran over the years but not the empire. What difference is there between the two lands?”

      She shook her head. “Other than the fact that the Deshazl within the empire are free?”

      “Other than that, but even there, the Deshazl within the empire didn’t know what they were, or whether they were in any danger. None even knew anything about their abilities. Think about the Deshazl that we’ve come across. They have skill, but none are particularly potent with their Deshazl connection, nothing like those in this land.”

      “You think the fact that there are no strong Deshazl protects them? Fes, I don’t really understand.”

      “It protected them from the Damhur, but what if it did something else?”

      “What would it have done?”

      Sudden activity near the palace wall caught his attention, and Fes didn’t have the opportunity to answer. A dozen Damhur appeared, most wearing deep navy blue and all carrying dragonglass swords. There were several Deshazl with them; Fes picked them up by their black jackets and pants. He detected no sense of a Calling, nothing that would indicate that they were still controlled, but that could be because they had been trained and no longer fought against their training.

      Catherine strode forward, her hands clasped in front of her. Power emanated from her. Fes hadn’t alerted her to what he was after and realized now that he probably should have.

      “Where is Valenahr?” she asked.

      “What is this?” one of the Damhur asked, his gaze looking beyond Catherine to stare at Larshon. The dragon sat back on his hind legs, his wings angled forward, as if prepared for flight.

      Heat and power radiated from him, and Fes was thankful for that. The dragon was ready for the possibility that he might need to attack. While he didn’t necessarily want to have to attack the Damhur, not until he had a good sense of what was taking place, he was prepared for that possibility.

      “You would dare question me?” Catherine demanded, power radiating from her as she made her way toward the other Damhur. “Send Valenahr out.”

      “The Trivent has only returned. He said that he had some troubling news about the Academy. He summoned a council.”

      Catherine glared at him for a moment. “He summoned the council without including the Academy?”

      “I can’t speak for the Trivent, but—”

      “Then don’t try.” Catherine pushed past him, and the door opened in front of her. Even before the figure appeared, Fes knew that it would be Valenahr. He could feel the power radiating from him, and he recognized the nature of his magic, magic that flooded outward. A Calling slammed into Fes, but he ignored it.

      “You returned so soon, Catherine?” Valenahr asked.

      “I’m not so certain that this is the right location for us to have the conversation that we need to have,” Catherine said.

      “And where would you prefer to have it?” Valenahr asked, sweeping his gaze across the courtyard. “We can’t very well allow the dragon to join us indoors.”

      Fes turned to Larshon. “Can you keep an eye on us from the sky?”

      The dragon huffed and leaped into the air, quickly gaining altitude and disappearing to little more than a streak in the sky.

      “There. The dragon doesn’t have to come inside.”

      “Where did he go?” Valenahr asked.

      “I asked him to keep an eye on us from above.”

      “And here you tell us that we attempt to control the dragons.”

      “It’s different, and you know it. I’m not forcing the dragon to do anything. I’m asking him to do it, and we are working together.”

      “Perhaps you see it that way, but I see it differently. I see you telling the dragon what you would want from it. That is not so different than what we would do with the dragons.”

      Fes shook his head. “It’s quite a bit different than what you would do with them.”

      Catherine stepped forward, putting herself between Fes and Valenahr. “We were just attacked by five atheran, Valenahr. Five.”

      Valenahr made a motion with his hand, and the other Damhur disappeared, bringing the Deshazl with them. Valenahr motioned for them to follow, and Fes and Jayell did so, trailing behind him as they entered the palace. Fes couldn’t help but feel as if he were entering some dangerous land, and even though he had survived so far, he feared that it wouldn’t be possible to remain safe indefinitely.

      At this level, the palace was plain. Stone walls were unadorned, other than a few decorative lanterns. They turned a few corners and reached an arched double doorway. Valenahr paused, pushing a hint of power from himself into the door itself, and then sent it open.

      Inside was warm, comfortable, and reminded Fes of rooms within the palace in the empire. The walls were paneled wood. A hearth at one end crackled with a warm flame. Plush sofas were situated in front of each other. A table rested between them. Valenahr motioned for them to take a seat, and while Jayell did so, Fes elected to stand behind the sofa, leaning on the back as he looked around the room.

      A table held flowers. There were portraits here that were similar to what he had seen in the Academy, but these were less violent in nature and seemed to celebrate the city itself and even all of Javoor.

      “What is this about, Catherine? You were going to go someplace with this tarshel. Why have you returned so soon?”

      “Fezarn suspects that the tests we have done on the tarshel have not all failed.”

      Valenahr looked over at Fes, frowning. “We have seen the effects.”

      “And yet, look at him. He tasted the Tears of Yilan. Does he look as if he is dying?”

      “We have seen that Fezarn is different.”

      “How am I different?” Fes asked.

      “Your time in the empire has changed you.”

      Fes laughed. “My time in the empire didn’t change me in such a way that I should be so much more powerful than the Deshazl within Javoor.”

      “And yet, your time in the empire has allowed you to uncover the technique of raising a dragon.”

      “More than one dragon,” Catherine said.

      “Yes. More than one. And here we have tried over the years and failed. Every time we thought we were close, something would happen, and we would find ourselves having failed yet again.”

      Fes turned his attention to Valenahr. “How did you fail?”

      “It matters not, Fezarn.”

      “It does matter.” Fes had thought that the attempt to raise the dragons had been the only attempt, but if there had been others, why would they have failed? The Damhur seemed to know that the dragon heart was necessary to summon the dragon, and they had fire magic enough that they would be able to use it and raise a dragon, but why would they have waited until now?

      “The creatures that we raised did not last for long.”

      “How so?”

      “We suspect the resurrection went awry. I can’t tell you exactly how it did so, only that there was something about the resurrection that did not go as we had anticipated. The creatures would return, but they did not linger for long.”

      “What happened to them?” Jayell asked.

      Valenahr turned to her, some of the heat that was in his gaze when he looked at Fes fading when he looked at Jayell. Fes thought that perhaps he would answer, but he didn’t. Instead, he turned to the hearth, clasping his hands behind his back, staring at the flames. A Calling emanated from him, but it wasn’t directed at Fes.

      It took a moment for Fes to realize that the Calling was still directed at the distant dragons. A summons, and surprisingly, it seemed as if Valenahr had not yet abandoned his hope that he could call the dragons here.

      “We don’t fully know,” Catherine said. “We have records of each attempt. Some are more successful than others, but in each attempt, the creature does not live very long. We have tried raising multiple dragons at one time, thinking that perhaps we could uncover something about them, but…”

      “Is there any connection to when you’ve attempted to raise dragons and the appearance of the atheran?” Jayell asked.

      Fes glanced at her. “Why would you ask that?”

      “Think about it, Fes. They have experienced the atheran over the years, but the empire has not. The empire hasn’t attempted to raise any dragons, and it’s not until the dragons have returned that the atheran have come back. And now they have done so with great force, in numbers that the Damhur have never seen before, just like the dragons’ return. It doesn’t seem like a coincidence that should happen at the same time.”

      Catherine frowned. “I would not have thought so before,” she said, “but the timing could be similar.”

      “You didn’t recognize that it was similar before now?” Jayell asked.

      “There are different arms of study. Those of us who focus on understanding the dragons are different than those of us who study the atheran.”

      “Is it possible?” Fes asked.

      She glanced over at Valenahr before nodding. “It is possible.”

      Fes started pacing, making his way around the room, his mind racing. If the atheran appearance was tied to the dragons, then it meant that either they were somehow linked or someone raised them the same way that the dragons were raised.

      Considering how the dragons survived for years without getting attacked by atheran, Fes had to wonder if perhaps there was some other explanation.

      “Tell me about my parents,” he said, turning to Valenahr.

      “Is now really the time?” Valenahr asked, glaring at him.

      “Humor me.”

      “Your parents were capable tarshel. That is about all I can say about that.”

      “Capable?”

      “You take as an insult what was meant to be a compliment,” Valenahr said.

      “What do you mean by them being capable?”

      “I mean just what I have said. They were capable. I found them useful in most tasks and allowed them certain liberties that I have allowed very few like them. When you were born, I even suggested your name.”

      Fes glared at him. Valenahr had mentioned that before, which meant that it was significant to him for some reason, but why? “Why would you suggest the name of an elder dragon?”

      “An elder dragon? Where would you have heard that?”

      “From those who know.”

      “Fezarn is a name that is revered in Javoor among your kind. He was a skilled tarshel, and there is reason for you to consider yourself blessed in having been named after one like him.”

      “Blessed? You continue to insult me.”

      “And you continue to take insult when none is intended.”

      “Were my parents tested with the tears?”

      Valenahr frowned. “Why?”

      “Were they?”

      “They were submitted for testing, but they were not given the opportunity.”

      That took away one possibility that Fes had considered. “How did they escape?”

      “I don’t know,” Valenahr said. He turned his attention back to the hearth. “They had help, I can assure you of that, and it surprised me that, considering their training, they would attempt an escape.”

      “Fes?” Jayell asked, coming up and taking his hand. “What is it? Why are you asking these questions?”

      “Because I wonder if there is more taking place here than what we realize. With the atheran attacks, we have believed that they were triggered by the appearance of the dragons, but what if they aren’t just triggered but summoned, the same way that the dragons were summoned?”

      “Who would summoned them?” she asked.

      “I don’t know.” It was troubling him, but equally troubling was the fact that there were likely other Deshazl within the city who had been freed from their Calling and who were presumably skilled Deshazl at the time of their testing. If they had survived, had they gone to the Asharn? If not, could they still be within the city?

      “I need to go to the temple,” he said.

      “Now is not the time for you to reflect on your ancestors,” Valenahr said.

      “What if you should have reflected upon my ancestors before now?”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “What it means is that I wonder if there are those within the temple who have been freed of the effects of your Calling. And if they have, it makes you wonder why they would remain within the city.”

      An idea had started to come to him, but Fes didn’t like the way that it seemed to be forming. Maybe he was wrong, but he was beginning to fear that he was not, at least not in this.

      “Will you take me to the temple?” he asked Catherine.

      “That is one place that we do not go.”

      “Then let me go with other Deshazl.”

      Catherine and Valenahr shared a look. “He is one of them,” she said.

      “Will they see it that way?”

      “What is this?” Fes asked, shifting his focus from one to the other. “Why would you be concerned? I thought you had the Deshazl trained?”

      “There are considerable numbers of Deshazl within the city. We do have them trained, but we agreed centuries ago that we would not interfere with their religious activities. I don’t want to be seen as suddenly changing that,” Valenahr said.

      That surprised Fes, considering how violent they could be to the Deshazl and the way that they would use them. “Let me go to the temple. Let me see what I can learn there.”

      “Do you think this has something to do with the atheran?” Catherine asked.

      “I don’t know, which is why I think I need to go and learn what I can.”

      Valenahr stared at Fes for a moment before making his way to the door and pulling it open. Fes couldn’t see what he was doing, but footsteps clapped along the tile.

      “It will only be you,” Catherine said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “She won’t be able to go with you. She is not tarshel, so they would not welcome her.”

      “And if they don’t welcome me?”

      “Then you will face the wrath of the priestess.”

      Three Deshazl entered the room, and Valenahr whispered to them. Fes wondered what Calling he was sending to them and whether there was some instruction to abandon him. Rather than worry about it, he turned to Jayell.

      “You could stay with Larshon,” he said.

      “I don’t know that I’m unsafe here,” she said.

      “I don’t know that you’re safe, either.”

      “Catherine hasn’t shown any indication that she wanted to harm me.”

      “You are from the empire,” he said.

      “And?”

      “And they are at war with the empire,” he said.

      He didn’t like the idea of leaving Jayell here, but if heading to the temple would place him in danger, he didn’t necessarily want to bring Jayell there, either, especially if her connection to the fire magic would put her in harm’s way. It was better for her to be safe.

      “I think I will be fine,” she said.

      Fes had opened his mouth to object when he felt a surge through the connection to Larshon.

      A request.

      Fes frowned.

      The request was difficult to fully understand, but it was there, a demand that he come, that he help, and that the dragon needed him.

      Within it was buried a reminder, one that Fes didn’t necessarily need, but that the dragon felt that he should share.

      The Deshazl protect the dragons. The dragons protect the Deshazl.

      Fes headed toward the door with Jayell on his heels. As he ran, Jayell hollered after him, “What is it?”

      “I don’t know. Larshon needs my help.”

      “Did something happen to him?”

      Fes couldn’t tell. He thought that he would be able to discover an injury to the dragon, but he didn’t have that sense. There was another reason that Larshon was calling to him, but what was it?

      Reaching the courtyard, the dragon landed.

      Fes raced over to him. “What is it?”

      “You are needed.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      “An attack.”

      “What sort of attack?”

      “One that is unexpected.”
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      As Fes climbed onto Larshon’s back, the door to the courtyard thundered open and the three Deshazl who had been inside raced out into the courtyard. Valenahr and Catherine followed, though neither of them was hurrying quite as quickly. The Deshazl had their swords unsheathed, and Fes pushed outward, sending a surge of his power away, blocking them from approaching too quickly.

      They slammed into a barrier, looking up at him with a dazed expression.

      “I thought you wanted to head to the temple?” Valenahr asked.

      “Something has happened. The dragon needs my help.”

      “The dragon needs your help?”

      “I don’t know why, but I’m going.”

      “Even if it means you won’t find your answers?” Valenahr asked.

      He glanced at Jayell, wondering at her response, before turning his attention back to Valenahr. “This is all tied together, Valenahr. I don’t exactly know what it is, but somehow this has something to do with the Deshazl you have tested.”

      “They have all perished following the testing.”

      “Unless they haven’t. What if they are responsible for calling the atheran?”

      Fes hated the idea, but what else fit? The atheran appeared at the same time as the dragons. He couldn’t imagine the Deshazl wanting to harm dragons, but the timing was far too suspect. He didn’t have any other explanation that made sense, though admittedly, even that explanation didn’t make a lot of sense.

      As he situated himself on the dragon’s back, Catherine climbed onto Larshon’s back. “I will accompany you, if you will have me.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t know what we’re going to face.”

      “You are not what I expected, Fezarn.”

      “I don’t know if that is a compliment or not.”

      “It most definitely is.”

      Fes held her gaze for a moment before looking behind her and staring at Valenahr. “I would suggest that you send your people to the temple.”

      “We cannot enter the temple,” Valenahr said.

      “Then don’t enter it. Just be there. Be ready.”

      “Ready for what?”

      Fes shook his head. “I have no idea.” He tapped Larshon on the side and then turned back to Valenahr. “The empire doesn’t want war with Javoor. I don’t want war with Javoor. All I want is for the Deshazl to no longer suffer from your Calling. You were wrong about the testing, Valenahr. You are wrong about other things, too.”

      With that, they took to the air. The dragon spiraled quickly, heading upward, and Fes thought that he might take them out of the city, but instead, he remained only hundreds of feet overhead, close enough that Fes could easily make out activity within the city.

      “What is this?” he asked Larshon.

      “The dragons have begun to arrive.”

      Now that Larshon had mentioned that they were here, Fes could feel them. There was power flowing through them, and it was a shared sort of power that he was able to reach. He drew upon it, recognizing it, sending notice to the dragons that he was there and that he knew that they were there too.

      “Why are you concerned by their appearance?” Fes asked. “They have all been protected by the Dragon’s Eye.”

      “That is not why I am concerned.”

      Larshon pushed power through their connection, and Fes thought that he understood.

      There was movement below.

      Not just any movement, but the strange and unsettling appearance of the atheran.

      Dozens of them crawled across the ground, heading toward the city itself.

      “Are they drawn to the dragons?” Fes asked.

      “I think that they are drawn by something else. Focus, Fezarn.”

      Fes tried to understand, letting his mind focus on the energy that he felt around himself, but as he did, he didn’t detect anything that would help him understand what Larshon detected. He could sense the Calling throughout the city, that which the Damhur sent, drawing the dragons to this place. It wasn’t a command, not the way that so many of their Callings had been. This was a request, a plea for help, and somehow the dragons were willing to answer. It helped that Fes had done nothing to refute that idea. He agreed that the dragons should help, though how could he protect them against the atheran?

      Within that Calling, he detected something else.

      At first, Fes wasn’t sure what it was. It was faint, subtle, but it was there, buried within the Damhur Calling.

      It was another Calling, though different. Angrier.

      And it was Deshazl.

      “What is that?” Fes asked.

      “That is what you are detecting,” Larshon said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “They are directing these creatures toward the dragons,” Larshon said.

      “Why? Who would do that?”

      “What is it?” Catherine asked.

      Fes twisted on the back of the dragon so he could look at her. “The dragon has helped me see that there is a Calling buried within the one that your people are using on the dragons. Within that Calling, it’s a request to the atheran, a command, and they are instructed to attack the dragons.”

      “How is it that you can know this?”

      “Because it’s done with Deshazl magic.”

      More than just Deshazl magic. There was something familiar about it.

      It was a song, the same sort of song that he had been a part of when in Thoras, though this was not the type of song that was meant to lift their people up, to remind them of what they could be and what they had been. This was the type of song filled with anger, rage at their place in the world.

      This was the song of enslaved Deshazl.

      And he knew the source. It was the same place he was to have gone before, but now he was sure what was taking place, but not why.

      The temple.

      The problems with knowing the source and how to stop it were very different. Fes might be able to identify it, but would there be any way to prevent it from continuing to build? Would there be any way of disrupting it?

      That was the key.

      Fes had experienced Callings often enough that he knew the key was facing the person who instigated the summons, who was responsible for calling on that power, and once that was done, he could then eliminate the threat. If they could defeat the person responsible for calling to the atheran, then perhaps those creatures would not be so focused on attacking them.

      That meant that he had to go to the temple.

      Fes didn’t like the idea of heading to the temple and attacking the Deshazl, but what choice did he have? Maybe he would be able to convince them that there was no reason for them to continue this. Maybe he could change the song.

      He tapped on Larshon, focusing him on the temple.

      The dragon streaked toward the temple. As he descended, Fes could feel the power building around him, more strongly than he had noticed before. The song was clear here, as was the intention behind it. It was a demand, a cry for power, and there was direction within it, a focus that seemed almost as if it intended to destroy.

      How was it possible that the Damhur had allowed the Deshazl to continue to have this song in such a way?

      They wouldn’t know the intention behind it.

      The Damhur simply couldn’t hear the song, and as it wasn’t directed toward them, as it was focused on the atheran, to them there would be nothing within it, the same way that Jayell wasn’t aware of the Calling that was focused upon Fes.

      “Can you hear it?” he asked Larshon as they landed on the central tower of the temple. It was similar to the tower in the empire, almost as if they had similar builders. Fes would have to think on that later.

      “It is unpleasant.”

      “Can you determine the intention behind it?”

      “Fear,” Larshon said.

      “What sort of fear? Fear of the dragons?”

      If so, that didn’t make any sense. Why would the Deshazl fear the dragons? Deshazl protect the dragons, and dragons protect the Deshazl. Why would they want to do anything that would harm the dragons?

      And if the Deshazl were responsible for destroying the dragons every time that the Damhur attempted to raise them, then they had been doing so for centuries.

      None of it made any sense.

      “Fear for the dragons,” Larshon said.

      Fes jumped off Larshon’s back. “Stay in the air. Ignore the song. Try to keep the dragons from approaching the city.”

      “I will do what I can,” Larshon said.

      “As will I.”

      Jayell jumped, and Catherine climbed down. When they were clear, Larshon took to the air, disappearing into the clouds. Fes’s heart hammered, fear for what might befall the dragon leaving him nervous and uncomfortable. If they managed to Call him, if they managed to attack in some way, he wouldn’t be there to protect the dragons. The atheran were powerful creatures, strong enough that they were able to tear through the dragons, and the dragons needed Fes to keep them from attacking.

      There was a door leading down from the temple. When Fes reached it, he found it locked. He jammed his sword into it but wasn’t able to pry it open.

      His dagger.

      Since Azithan had returned his dagger, Fes had barely thought to use it. There had been a time when the dagger was his constant companion, the way that he had managed to survive, but having lost it, he had come to rely upon his dragonglass swords, but also upon his Deshazl connection.

      He shoved the dagger into the lock and sent a surge of his power through it. The lock exploded.

      Jayell chuckled. “You look like you missed it.”

      “I did.”

      “We can find you another.”

      “I don’t know that it’s necessary. They were a reminder of my parents, but I think that I don’t need that reminder anymore.”

      He slipped the dagger into his sheath and kicked the door open.

      Darkness streaked down a set of stairs.

      A fire mage spell built from Jayell and light flowed from her, heading down the stairway, illuminating it.

      Fes took the lead, taking the stairs two at a time as he thundered down them. When he reached the first landing, he paused. He was looking for a priestess, someone of power, and if he could find her, maybe he could convince her to stop the song, stop the control of the atheran. It was possible that they didn’t even know what was taking place. That was his hope, at least. It was possible that this song was merely a reflection of their situation, not one that was designed to control the atheran, to turn them against the dragons.

      And if it was something else, if this was intentional and a Deshazl priest was using power to attack the dragons, then what choice did Fes have but to remove that threat?

      The Deshazl protect the dragons. The dragons protect the Deshazl.

      He felt no sense of power on this level. Pushing open one of the doors, it appeared to be a residence. Rows of bunks lined each wall with trunks staggered throughout.

      “Priest quarters,” Catherine whispered. Fes glanced over at her, and she shrugged. “I’ve never been here, but I have heard it described.”

      They hurried down the stairs and on the next landing, Fes pushed the door open. On this level, several other doors lined the hallway. He focused, searching for the sense of the song and the Deshazl magic, but nothing came. Fes hurried along the hallway, testing one of the doors, finding it unlocked, and glanced inside. This was a single bedroom. A bed with a wardrobe occupied the room, but there was nothing else.

      Fes stepped back out, glancing along the hallway. The others were likely the same.

      “High-ranking priests,” Catherine said.

      “How is it you know so much about this?”

      “It’s not that I know much about it, it’s that I have spoken to the tarshel priests. It was more of an academic curiosity than anything else, and I had wanted to understand the religion of your people.”

      “I still don’t understand why your people would allow the Deshazl priests to operate without any sort of intervention.”

      “In the early years of Javoor, there was more of an intervention. Over time, we began to understand that the tarshel needed to have this, if only so that they could serve more effectively.”

      “You allowed them religion so that they could serve?”

      “We have always believed they were a simple people, Fezarn. Whether or not that is true,” she said, meeting Fes’s arched brow, “is a different matter. Allowing them a sense of freedom has given them the belief in a higher power, and that belief in a higher power has given them the belief that they can serve us—and that higher power—at the same time.”

      “So religion was another way for you to control them.”

      “There was nothing malicious in what we did. It was simply a part of how the tarshel have served.”

      “Nothing malicious, and yet you have forced them to continue to serve you.”

      “Is now the time?” Catherine asked.

      Fes sighed. They reached the stairs and headed down. As they went, Fes focused on the sense of his Deshazl connection, listening to see if there was anything that would help him understand whether the priestess was nearby. As they went, he saw no sign of her, nothing that would indicate that there was anyone even here.

      Surprisingly, the entirety of the temple seemed to be empty.

      Each level they descended had more priest quarters, though they were of increasing size and increasing decoration. If that was the case, Fes had to hold that the farther they descended, the more likely they would reach someone of power.

      At the next landing, he paused.

      There was something different here.

      A door blocked their entrance, and he stared at it, recognizing symbols marked on it. Some were made in the shape of dragons, while others were made in another shape. On none of them did he see any sign of the atheran, nothing that would show that the Deshazl priests celebrated the creatures, but he couldn’t shake the belief that there was something to it.

      Testing the door, he found it locked.

      Once again, Fes unsheathed his dagger, slipping it into the lock and sending a surge of his power through it. The lock exploded, and Fes pushed it open, stepping inside.

      The other side of the door was much better decorated than any other place that he had been. Unlike the other levels, this one was carpeted. The walls were paneled, much like within the Trivent palace. There was no bed and nothing to suggest that this was someone’s private quarters, though a separate door let off this room. Instead, the room was filled with rows and rows of shelves, as if this were a Deshazl library. Fes’s gaze lingered, running along the shelves, and he wondered if this would have the secrets of the time from when the Damhur and the Deshazl had worked together, from the time when Thoras was still unified.

      He had no sense of anyone else in this room, nothing that triggered him to think that there were any Deshazl here.

      Turning his attention back to the stairs, Fes nodded at Catherine. “What else will be here?”

      “Eventually we will reach the main part of the temple,” she said.

      “Will the priestess be there?”

      “Seeing as how we haven’t seen anyone, I can only assume that she will.”

      Fes continued down the stairs. At another landing, he paused. There was no door on this level, nothing but a wide expanse with windows overlooking the rest of the city. Light streamed in, and Fes could see figures out on the street.

      Deshazl figures.

      “You allow the Deshazl to congregate here like this?”

      “This is a festive time for them,” Catherine said.

      “What if it’s not?”

      “What?”

      Fes glanced from her to Jayell. “What if it’s not a festive time for them?” He hurried along the hall, reaching one of the windows. The floor on this level stretched several stories, and each of the windows was enormous. There was a statue near the center of the room that loomed over everything, the light reflecting off the surface making it practically seem to glitter, but as Fes approached, he realized that the glittering light was nothing more than a strange reflection off the dragonglass surface.

      His breath caught.

      A dragon.

      He glanced over at Catherine. “Did you know that they had this here?”

      “No.”

      Jayell joined him, and Fes held his hand just over the surface of the statue. As he did, he felt a reverberation of power. It was a recognition, and a spark of magic flowed through him, enough that he realized that whatever dragon had stored himself within the sculpture would be impressive.

      Likely another elder dragon.

      And if an elder dragon were here, it would have to be impressive for him to be exalted in such a way that Deshazl would celebrate it, the mightiest of the elders. If only Larshon were available, he could ask whether he knew which elder dragon this would be.

      Fes tried to lift the statue, but it was far too heavy. He could place some of his Deshazl power into lifting it, and likely would be able to move it then, but if he were to do that, he would have to figure out some way to carry it.

      Later.

      Turning away from the dragon, Fes headed toward the stairs, determined to find the priestess. As he went, awareness of the Deshazl song began to build. Whereas before, it had been a sense within him, a drawing of power, now it was building to the point where Fes felt as if he had to pay attention to it.

      Regardless of whether he wanted to ignore it or not, he wasn’t sure that he could. It reminded him of when he had been in Thoras, and the way that the song had called to him, drawing his attention, practically demanding that he answer, and yet this song was filled with far more darkness than the other had been. This one carried with it danger.

      It filled him, demanding that he pay attention, reminding him of the anger that he had always felt before he understood his connection to his Deshazl magic. It was some deeper part of him, some ancient part that he wanted to ignore but didn’t know whether he would be able to do so.

      “Fes?”

      A hand on his arm caused him to turn, and he pushed out with his Deshazl power before realizing that it was Jayell. She was thrown back, and Fes hurriedly caught her, wrapping her in a barrier, buffering her from getting slammed into a wall.

      Racing toward her, he cradled her in his arms. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened.”

      “You were singing,” she said.

      “Singing?”

      “I didn’t recognize the language, but it was definitely a song. It was sort of mournful, rising and falling in a way that was almost haunting.”

      “It’s the Deshazl song,” he whispered.

      “What sort of song is that?”

      “It’s sort of like the Deshazl Calling.” Now that he was aware of what it was and was aware of how it had felt, he tried to ignore it. It was different than the Damhur Calling, although with the Damhur Calling, Fes had experience ignoring it, pushing it to the background of his mind, but with this, there was a demand that he pay attention, that he listen and join in, to add his voice to the others. He had gotten lost in a Calling like this before, letting the Deshazl song flow through him. He didn’t think that he could let it happen again.

      “Can you ignore it?”

      “I’m going to try,” he whispered.

      They headed down the stairs, and now Fes moved more carefully. Every so often, he paused, listening for the sound of the song, trying to pick up on where it was focused. If it was anything like Jesla and her song, Fes thought that he should be able to determine the source.

      Unfortunately, he could not.

      The stairs began to widen. There was more decoration along them, banners with symbols that he didn’t fully understand. On some of them, he noticed dragons, but on others, there were other sorts of creatures. On none of them did he recognize anything like the atheran. Either they were not celebrated by the Deshazl, or they were newer.

      Voices from below caught his attention, causing Fes to slow. He motioned to Jayell and to Catherine, and they stayed near him.

      As he stood, listening, he focused on the nature of the voices and realized that it was the song that he had joined. As he listened, he could practically feel the way that it called to him, asking him to join yet again, to add his voice to it, and if he were to do so, then he could ensure the safety of the Deshazl.

      Somehow that message was buried within the song. It was almost as if it tugged at some part of him, some distant and remote piece that wanted answers, that wanted to know, and yet… Fes knew that he couldn’t. He understood that if he were to respond, he would get lost within the song.

      More than that, he would get lost to the rage. He had known that rage, had felt it far too often, for far too many years, and he refused to get caught up in it again. He wanted to keep control of it, but there was something about this that made it difficult. It was almost as if it were meant to steal away control, the way the Calling was meant to steal away his ability to ignore it.

      “I’m going to need your help,” he whispered, motioning to Jayell.

      “How?” she asked.

      “I can’t fight this, but I need to.”

      “How can I help you?”

      “I need you to shield me.” When she looked at him, the question her eyes demanding an answer as to how she could protect him from this, he smiled. “It involves our kinds working together. That’s the key, somehow.”

      “What you mean by our kinds?”

      “Something was awoken within you. When you tasted the Tears of Yilan, I recognized that there was something different within you. You have that ability, you can affect the Calling, and I’m going to need you to use that on me.”

      “I thought you weren’t susceptible to Callings anymore.”

      “I don’t think that I am, but I can use it to help me focus.” Fes hoped that were the case. He worried that if he couldn’t, if the Calling wasn’t strong enough, he might lose himself, but he had faith that Jayell would be able to help him. If anyone could, it would be her.

      And if he were willing to follow a Calling from anyone, it would be one from her.

      “I can try, but I don’t fully know how to do it.”

      “You need to focus on what you want from him,” Catherine said, watching Fes. “It’s similar to how you use your other ability, and yet rather than drawing your power through the relic, you’re drawing your power through yourself and pushing it onto him.”

      Jayell studied Catherine for a moment before nodding.

      And then a Calling built.

      There was no questioning that it came from Jayell, and as the power built, rising with increasing intensity, Fes breathed out a hint of relief. It was there, drawing to him, asking for his focus and attention, and he thought that he could use it.

      More than anything, it distracted him from the Deshazl song. It gave him something else to focus on, letting him cling to the sense of Jayell rather than to the horror that was the Deshazl song.

      Fes nodded and then continued down the stairs.

      The main part of the temple was enormous. It was a vast expanse of row upon row of Deshazl, all of them kneeling, their voices raised in song. A part of that song called to him, almost demanding that he join in, but Fes was able to resist, using his own connection to his power to do so. He held onto his awareness of Jayell and, through that, he was able to fight.

      At the forefront of the room was a woman dressed in a shimmering green robe.

      It took Fes a moment to recognize that the shimmering nature of her robe was because it was made from the same type of cloth as his own clothes. Could this be the same as found in Thoras? If it was, did it mean that Thoras was somehow involved? He hadn’t believed so, but what other explanation was there?

      Fes motioned to Jayell and Catherine, leaning toward them. “Stay here. I’m going to sneak around and see if I can get closer.”

      “I don’t know that it is safe for you to do so,” Jayell whispered.

      “Keep using your Calling. I’m holding onto it.”

      “And what happens if it fails?”

      “If it fails, then I get caught up in the song, and I’ll need you to rescue me.” As Fes looked around the row upon row of Deshazl kneeling, singing, their voices joining those outside the temple, he wondered if it would be even possible. Would he be able to reach the priestess? If he could, would he be able to convince her that she was making a mistake?

      And if he couldn’t, would he be able to do what was necessary?

      She was Deshazl. She was like him. And he had vowed to protect the Deshazl, doing whatever he could to help ensure the safety of his people, but perhaps that wasn’t going to be possible.

      Jayell met his gaze. She nodded.

      “I will try to subdue them,” Catherine said.

      “Who?”

      She nodded toward the kneeling Deshazl. “All of them.”

      Fes opened his mouth as if to argue before realizing that he couldn’t. They probably needed Catherine to subdue the worshipers, and if she could, then Fes would be able to reach the priestess sooner.

      For the first time, he wished that he had more of the Damhur with him. Not because he wanted to harm the Deshazl, but because he needed to approach as quickly as possible, to disrupt the song, and to finish this as quickly as possible.

      Fes started forward, staying along the walls. Shadows swallowed him as he moved, and yet with his dragon-scale cloak, he knew that he wasn’t concealed completely and that there wasn’t any way to fully blend in. He might have been able to do so were he to remove the cloak, but there was protection in wearing it, and he wasn’t about to abandon that protection, wanting to ensure that he was safe if he were attacked. There were far too many Deshazl here for him to survive if they all came at him at once.

      When he had gone about halfway toward the priestess, the song shifted.

      It came first as a stirring deep within him, a powerful explosion that threatened to unleash even more power from him. Fes fought it, resisting that sense, resisting the call of the song, unwilling to get lost in it.

      He couldn’t deny that it plucked at some deep part of himself, and that were he to listen to it, were he to allow himself to get drawn into it, he would be able to access power unlike anything that he had felt before. He would join his voice with something more and allow his people to be something more.

      That was the promise within the song.

      Only… Fes knew that was wrong.

      The song carried with it a lie. The dragons were the purpose of the Deshazl. They were meant to work together, to protect each other, and whatever was happening here, whatever willingness these people had to allow themselves to delve into their anger, to let the rage consume them, it was misplaced.

      Somehow, he had to show them that.

      The first step was to end the song.

      Fes lurched forward and realized that he had been rooted in place for a long period of time. There was a sense of Jayell’s Calling, but even that was growing distant, and he wasn’t sure if she’d be able to hold onto that connection the same way as she had before.

      He continued forward, following the side of the temple. Pillars occasionally interrupted his view, blocking him from seeing the row upon row of Deshazl all kneeling while singing. Most had their faces tilted toward the ceiling, their eyes closed, the song emanating from them with power. All of these Deshazl were enslaved. All of them had been trained, Called, and all of them deserved—and needed—to be freed.

      And maybe that was what she was doing.

      Fes paused.

      Was he making a mistake? Hadn’t he come here to free the Deshazl from the Damhur influence? If that’s what they were doing, if they were managing to do so on their own, without an outsider to join them, who was he to get involved and try to disrupt that? That was not his responsibility. His role needed to be that of a facilitator, to work with them, to recognize that what they were going through, what they were experiencing, needed to be over.

      They deserved to be as free as he was.

      And yet, as the sense of the song came to them, calling to them, drawing them out, Fes didn’t feel freedom within it.

      It was another sort of imprisonment. They were slaves to another master.

      That thought sent him forward again.

      At the end of the temple, Fes paused. The priestess was in view. She had long, flowing dark hair. Her eyes blazed a deep green that was visible even from here. Power radiated from her. Her hands were held up, motioning toward the sky, and the song erupting from her lips carried with it a promise.

      Fes started forward.

      He had gone a dozen steps, maybe more, when she turned toward him.

      Her mouth peeled in a smile. “Fezarn,” she practically sang.

      As one, everyone within the temple said his name, joining it within the Deshazl song.

      Fes trembled, struggling to fight against that summons, as if she were trying to control him, but the distant awareness of Jayell, that sense of her prompting him, protecting him, prodded him forward.

      Another few steps and her smile faltered. “You should not be here.”

      As Fes neared, he realized that he recognized her.

      The Asharn leader.

      The Asharn were gone, weren’t they? They had been lost when the atheran had attacked, destroyed like the rest of the forest around it.

      Unless… they hadn’t.

      “What are you doing? This isn’t the Deshazl song.”

      “And what do you know about the Deshazl song?”

      “I’ve heard the Deshazl song. I’ve heard the way that it is meant to be sung, and this is not it.”

      She tilted her head to the side. As she did, Fes realized that regardless of her singing or not, the song continued. She was not required to carry it forth.

      “As you can see, the Deshazl sing a different song.”

      “One that you use to destroy the dragons?”

      Darkness flooded across her face. “The dragons were never meant to be reborn. They will never allow them to be free.”

      “I’ve shown you how they are safe.”

      “Have you? And yet, the dragons still follow the Call, don’t they?”

      “Because they want to, not because they have to.”

      Fes took a step toward her, trying to reason with her. When he had been in the Asharn city before, she had refused to recognize his role, but she had also refused to recognize that the Asharn could be—and do—more than what they already were and had done.

      “Why?”

      “Because they will use them. The Deshazl protect the dragons. Perhaps if you had enough time, you would understand, but for now, that is all that you must know.”

      “Which is what I’ve been trying to do.”

      “Have you? You have been raising the dragons, exposing them to the dangers of the Damhur to control, and because of you, we must sing this song.”

      “Why this song?”

      “This is a song of loss. Can’t you feel it?”

      When Fes allowed himself to focus on the song, he could feel it, and he recognized that there was loss within it, but at the same time, he didn’t want to feel that loss. He didn’t want to feel the pain and anguish buried within it.

      “You would sacrifice the dragons because you fear that the Damhur would Call them?”

      “We can’t all be free, Fezarn. The first time they attempted to raise the dragons, we used an ancient summoning, and we prevented them from succeeding. Each time they tried again, we prevented them from doing so. And now you have intervened. Because of you, the song is greater. Our pain is greater. The dragons’ suffering is greater.”

      “Why?”

      “You left these lands before you were old enough to understand, but our people have attempted to free themselves from the Damhur influence for centuries. In all that time, we have continued to fail. We will continue to fail. Regardless of how many the Asharn allows us to save, not all survive, and so we cannot test all. Which means that many of our people still suffer. They will always suffer. The moment that the Damhur control the dragons, those of us who have gained our freedom will be gone.”

      “You don’t know that. There was a time when we lived together. There was a time when our people and the Damhur worked together. There was a different song.”

      Fes could still feel it buried deep within him, but any time he tried reaching for it, the nature of the song she sang began to overpower his.

      “I’m sorry, Fezarn. This is the only way.”

      Fes looked out over the row upon row of Deshazl. She wanted to protect them. Fes believed that. And in her own twisted way, she also wanted to protect the dragons.

      This was not the way.

      “Look around you, Fezarn. They are given something within the song that they do not otherwise have. They are given a chance for freedom.”

      “This isn’t freedom,” Fes whispered.

      “Do you feel that you are free?”

      “Freer than you have allowed them to be. You’re the reason that they didn’t go to Thoras, aren’t you?”

      “There was nothing there for my people.”

      “There was an understanding of who they were, and of who they could be. Hiding from it doesn’t change the fact that it was real. It is real.”

      She spread her hands off to the side and turned back to face the Deshazl. Her song continued to build. After a while, she paused, turning to Fes. “Can you feel it? We near the end. Soon, the dragons will fall once again. The Damhur will collect their remains, and they will attempt to use them, but with each cycle, they grow weaker.”

      “You would remove the dragons altogether.”

      “I would protect my people.”

      Fes took a deep breath. “And so would I.”

      With that, he unsheathed his sword and lunged forward.

      Power exploded from the priestess, holding him.

      She smiled, sadness in her eyes. “I’m sorry, Fezarn.”

      Fes drew upon the Deshazl magic, all of the Deshazl magic that he detected around him, and powered through it. Freed from her barrier, he slammed his dragonglass swords into her belly, carving up.

      She looked up at him, meeting his eyes for a moment. “You are already too late. The song continues without me.”

      Fes stood, anticipating a Deshazl attack, but there was none.

      As the priestess said, the song continued, unchanged, continuing to build. Power filled the song.

      And the atheran were coming.
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      Fes paused a moment to look at the fallen priestess. It should not have been like this, but she had made a choice, as had he. As he raced toward the back of the temple, every so often he would glance over, looking to see if any of the Deshazl would have recognized what had happened, but all of them were locked in, focusing on the song. Their voices continued to rise up, sending out the deep and mournful tones of the Deshazl song.

      Through it all, Fes could feel the effect of the Calling that they used, the darkness that was welcomed, and the resultant violent end that would come with it: destruction of the dragons.

      When he reached Jayell and Catherine, he shook his head. “I killed the priestess, but…”

      “I’m unable to influence them,” Catherine said. “Whatever is taking place here supersedes any attempt I might have at influencing. Unfortunately, I am unable to do anything.”

      Fes looked toward the back of the temple and raced toward the door. He had a sense of urgency and feared that if they were not quick enough, the effect of this song would overwhelm the atheran and would be effective in leading to the destruction of the dragons.

      Out in the courtyard, the street opened up, a wide plaza with thousands of Deshazl all joined together. Much like inside, they were kneeling, their faces tilted toward the sky, their song the same as what was being sung inside. It echoed throughout the city.

      Fes turned to Catherine. “Go find the rest of the Damhur that you can. See if you can’t to disrupt this song.”

      “And what of you, Fezarn?”

      Fes shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      Somehow, he had to disrupt the song. He was convinced that was the key to preventing the atheran from attacking the dragons, but how was he going to do it if the priestess was no longer leading them?

      Find another song.

      Fes focused on his connection to Larshon. The dragon was still high overhead, and when he sent his request through the connection between them, the dragon descended, dropping rapidly.

      For a moment, Fes feared that the dragon had been attacked, but Larshon settled to the ground, his wings spread before him, slowing his descent. He looked over at Fes. “The creatures attack if I move too slowly,” Larshon explained.

      “We need to go to Thoras.”

      “We were attacked the last time we tried.”

      “I don’t think we’re going to be attacked this time, and we need to do so quickly.”

      “Why?”

      Fes told Larshon and Jayell about the song, and about what he thought might work to stop it, but they would have to fly fast—faster than Larshon had ever flown before.

      “I can help,” Jayell said.

      Fes smiled at her. “I know that you can.”

      They climbed on the dragon’s back, and as they did, Fes realized that none of the Deshazl had even paid any attention to the fact that they had appeared in the first place. They continued to sing, their eyes closed, unmindful of the fact that anything was taking place around them. It was almost as if they were in some sort of trance.

      Hadn’t he felt the same way when wrapped within the song?

      “What of the dragons?” Jayell asked.

      “They are trying to escape, but the creatures have penned them in,” Larshon said.

      “How are we going to get out?” Jayell asked.

      “Speed,” Fes said.

      With that, Larshon took to the air, his wings flapping. Power bursting from Jayell gave him increased speed. As they climbed, they moved faster and faster, and Fes added his own connection to Larshon, giving the dragon as much power as he could, drawing from the Deshazl on the ground. Jayell pushed, using her fire mage spell, and they streaked higher and higher, piercing the clouds, and then faster still.

      Wind whipped around them, moving with such force and intensity that Fes could barely keep his eyes open. Something slammed into them, and he started to move, but Larshon warned him against it.

      Then they descended. It was like an arrow dropping from the sky. They went faster and faster, the ground looming before them, the Dragon’s Eye glowing brightly in front of them, and Fes braced himself for impact.

      They plunged into the liquid.

      There came a scream. It was a strange and painful sound, and something thrashed, but Larshon remained below the water, his wings wrapped around him, holding tight until the screaming eased before fading altogether.

      With a flip of his tail, Larshon sent them streaking back out of the water.

      Landing on the shore, Fes looked toward the Dragon’s Eye, searching for the atheran. At first, he thought that the creature had died, dropping to the bottom of the strange lake, but as he watched, something crawled out of the far side and slithered off into the trees.

      Fes started toward it, reaching for his sword, but Larshon rumbled, “Leave it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “No, but for now, I think we must.”

      They turned toward the city. A crowd of people had begun to form, coming from within the city. Chornan led them, but Jesla was with him.

      Fes raced forward. “I need your help.”

      “How?”

      “There are Deshazl who need a leader.”

      “Fezarn, we have already talked about that. I am no leader.”

      “I don’t mean that sort of leader. They need a spiritual leader.”

      “What is this?”

      “This is the need for a new song.” Fes looked around. They would need more than just Jesla, but Larshon could only carry so many. “What limit would you have?” he asked Larshon.

      “A dozen, possibly a few more, but we risk attack, Fezarn.”

      He turned toward Jesla. “The Deshazl need you. They need someone who can help us find our connections. And they need a song.” He looked around at the other Deshazl who had joined them. “We’ll need some of the strongest, those who you think can follow your lead the best.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Because the dragons protect Deshazl, and the Deshazl protect dragons.”

      Jesla met his eyes for a moment before turning. Fes couldn’t hear what she said, but he felt it. It emanated from her like a song, power building over and over, and then she turned back to him. “We will come.”

      Fes breathed out a relieved sigh, and they climbed onto Larshon’s back. He kept Jayell near the front of the dragon, needing her strength and speed to guide the dragon, and Jesla led the others. When they were all seated on the dragon’s back, Larshon took to the air.

      As he circled above the city, Fes took a moment to look through his eyes, noting how the buildings were a blur, but so was the forest around it. This place was meant to protect against the dragons, something that Fes found surprising. There was more to Thoras than he understood, and probably more to the atheran than he understood.

      Jayell began to use her spell, and it pushed them faster and faster, streaking back toward the Javoor capital. Fes held his breath, the wind whistling around him, and realized that he needed to do something else. He wrapped his Deshazl ability around all seated on top of the dragon. It wouldn’t do for someone to get thrown from the dragon’s back because of the speed they were forced to fly.

      As before, Larshon streaked high into the air before angling back down. He flew straight, his wings folded in at the side, his tail straight out behind him, and shot toward the ground. When he reached the clouds, Fes held his breath.

      And then they were through.

      Destruction rained below him.

      Dragons within the sky were struggling, all of them fighting. They were kicking, straining against some nearly invisible foe, and every so often, a burst of flame would erupt from their nostrils. As they dropped to the ground, one of the dragons fell.

      Fes’s heart sank with that.

      Something slammed into them, and Larshon cried out.

      “We’re almost there,” Fes said.

      Larshon rumbled angrily and didn’t change his path. They were targeting the temple, and it came into view, along with the thousands of Deshazl out in the courtyard. A murmuring behind him told him that Jesla and the other Deshazl were aware of the song. She began to sing, the other Deshazl joining in, their song at first contrasting with the other, but then it began to shift, merging.

      They slammed into the ground, Larshon barely able to open his wings to slow them, and Fes rolled off to the side, unsheathing his sword and borrowing from Larshon’s sight as he saw the atheran clinging to Larshon’s body. He slammed his sword into the creature, letting his Deshazl power flow through the blade, and the atheran exploded, disappearing with a burst of power.

      Fes breathed out and made his way around the dragon to the other Deshazl. The song continued to build from them, and he focused on Jesla. “You have to fight this song. This is the one that will lead to control. To death.”

      “I understand the song,” Jesla said.

      For a moment, Fes feared that he had made a mistake. Would he have brought them here only to replace one priestess with another? Jesla was powerful, and she was connected to the Deshazl in a way that he didn’t think the Asharn priestess would have been, which meant that Jesla would have greater power, likely enough to overtake anything that he could do. Fes didn’t know if he’d be able to cut her down if it came to it.

      “You have to fight it,” he said.

      “No.”

      Fes scrambled onto Larshon’s back and sat near Jesla. “You have to fight it.”

      She opened her eyes, meeting his. “It’s not about fighting it, Fezarn. It’s about changing it.”

      “You are going to join in?”

      “I recognize what’s taking place here. There is considerable power.”

      “The intention is to use these creatures against the dragons.”

      “The song is filled with fear. It’s filled with sadness. I understand the song.”

      “Then how do you fight it?”

      “With fear comes comfort. With sadness comes love. With desperation comes hope.”

      Fes allowed himself to listen to the song for the first time since they had arrived to recognize what contribution Jesla was making to it. There was something different within the song, and as he listened, he could feel the effect changing.

      With enough time, he thought that they could change the song, that they could stop the attack, but would they have enough time?

      He had to buy them that time.

      Which meant he had to fight the atheran.

      “You should stay here,” he said to Larshon. “Protect them.”

      “You will need power,” Larshon said.

      Fes looked at the Deshazl arranged in the clearing. There were nearly as many inside the temple. “I’m connected to the Deshazl, Larshon. I have power.”

      Fes pushed off with a burst of magic and hovered in the air. As he did, he took stock of the dragons. There was an enormous blue dragon with five atheran clinging to it. The dragon was fighting, clawing at the creatures, trying to keep in the air, but massive gashes along its side were already bleeding, and Fes could feel the life draining from the creature. There would be no resurrection if that were to occur.

      He streaked toward the dragon, reaching the atheran, drawing upon his Deshazl power and that of Larshon in the clearing below, and added to it a connection to the Deshazl collected in the courtyard and within the temple. Power flooded through him. He slammed his sword into the nearest of the atheran, exploding power outward. He turned, carving through the next atheran, and filled with power as he was, the creature disappeared. Fes carved through them, stripping them off the dragon’s body, and when they were free, he crawled onto the dragon’s back.

      “Fly to safety. I will find you when this is over.”

      Fes jumped, expecting the dragon to disappear, but instead, he reengaged with the atheran.

      Fes shook his head, looking for another dragon struggling the way that one had been. He found one, a deep-green-scaled dragon.

      He knew that one well.

      Fes rocketed toward him and reached the dragon as another atheran exploded from beneath the earth. Fes jabbed his sword into the nearest of the atheran, exploding power, and moved onward, going from atheran to atheran as he carved them up, clearing them off the dragon’s body.

      He sensed relief from the dragon, who snorted, breathing out with streamers of flame. Anger burbled within him, and Fes pressed that anger down.

      “Not like that. Follow the song.”

      As he said it, he could feel the effect of the song. As Jesla had said, there were changes within it.

      Comfort. Love. Hope.

      That last was the most powerful.

      Fes focused on that and pushed that connection toward the dark green dragon.

      Something shifted within the dragon, and he went streaking off, heading toward another dragon.

      Fes couldn’t linger. He searched for more creatures to help. There were dozens of dragons, and each were facing atheran. All of them were struggling against those creatures, trying to drag them free, and in most cases, they were having a hard time doing so. Fes drew upon his power, sending it exploding from one dragon to the next, ripping the atheran free.

      As he did, he realized there was something different.

      The atheran were still there, but they were no longer lunging toward the dragons.

      Now they were on the ground.

      As he stared, he realized that they were targeting the Deshazl.

      With the song having shifted, the atheran were no longer attempting to attack the dragons. Now they were heading toward the song.

      Fes dropped to the ground, racing toward the center of the clearing. The Deshazl gathered there had shifted their song, and now it was one of hope and peace, combined with a sense of something more, something that Fes didn’t dare allow himself to reach into.

      Jayell was watching him, a question in her eyes.

      “What is it?”

      “How were you able to do that?”

      “The Deshazl.”

      “You can use their power?”

      “The Deshazl are connected. The same way that I’m connected to the dragons, we are all connected. It’s the song. I felt more and more power the longer that the song was changing.” He turned. The ground was rumbling, steady and building power. “And now the atheran are coming here, toward the Deshazl.”

      He had thought that disrupting the song would have disrupted the nature of the attack, but it didn’t seem to have done that, and all it really did was free the atheran.

      Now they had to destroy them, but how? Fes didn’t have any idea what was going to be required to remove the atheran altogether. There were too many. As much as he wanted to oppose them, he simply could not.

      They needed the dragons to help.

      Fes raced toward Larshon. “Will you help? The atheran are—”

      Larshon rumbled. “The Deshazl protect the dragons, and the dragons protect the Deshazl.”

      Larshon lifted into the air and Fes raced forward. The Deshazl continued their song, and he didn’t know how long they would be lost in it, but if they didn’t wake up, if they didn’t come around, then the atheran would be able to rip through them.

      They needed a way of stopping them, but they needed help.

      Racing toward the end of the courtyard, watching as the street began to heave as the atheran began to rise up from the ground, a line of soldiers appeared.

      Not just soldiers, but Damhur.

      “This isn’t good,” he whispered.

      Fes held onto his connection, wrapping himself in his power, as a Calling began.

      They didn’t have time for him to continue to fight the Calling, and he stormed forward, pushing out with his power, drawing from the Deshazl collected behind him. The longer that he waited, the more likely it was that something unfortunate was going to take place, and the more likely it was that the Deshazl would end up in the middle of it.

      As he was prepared to attack, he realized that Valenahr stood at the forefront.

      “What is this?” Fes demanded.

      “You would protect the city?”

      “Not really,” Fes said, and when Valenahr arched a brow, Fes shrugged. “I protected the dragons.”

      Valenahr flashed a sardonic smile. “I suppose that will have to do.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “The city remains under attack.”

      “You intend to fight?” Fes looked at the Damhur, noting the swords that most carried. When he’d faced the Damhur before, they had preferred to send their Deshazl out to fight, using them like soldiers rather than fighting on their own.

      “We will help,” Valenahr said.

      “When this is over, things will change.”

      Valenahr glanced up at the sky where the dragons were swirling overhead. “You really aren’t controlling them?”

      Fes shook his head. “We work together, but I don’t control them.”

      Valenahr breathed out. “Perhaps things will change.”

      He started off, waving his hand. A Calling began to build, though it was different than any Calling he’d felt from them before. There was a request for help that was sent to the Deshazl. It wasn’t a demand, it wasn’t a forced command, and within it was buried a summons. It augmented that of the song that many of the Deshazl continued to sing.

      Fes smiled to himself. With something like that, he couldn’t help but smile.

      He jumped, hovering in the air as he focused on his power, using it to look for the nearest atheran. He had defeated them before by jabbing his sword into them, but would there be another way?

      Could he focus his Deshazl connection into them?

      He didn’t know why he couldn’t.

      Shooting himself higher into the air, he hovered near the top of the tower and then landed atop it. From here, he could see the city spread out before him. The atheran were undulating beneath the street, disrupting it, and he could feel how their power was causing ongoing destruction. They would emerge, and others would suffer.

      Fes connected to the Deshazl within the courtyard, to the dragons swirling overhead, and then focused on the nearest of the atheran.

      Power burst from him, exploding the ground, and the atheran was forced forward.

      Before he had a chance to do anything else, the Damhur swarmed, using a combination of fire mage spells and Deshazl magic, and the creature was cut down.

      Fes could lead the attack. He could expose the atheran, and he did so. One by one, he remained in the air, spinning in place, sending power out as he directed it toward the atheran, forcing them free. When they emerged, he continued to force his power into them, and the Damhur and the Deshazl working together attacked.

      Through it all, the Deshazl song continued to build. There was something else with it, something unexpected.

      The song merged with the Calling the Damhur were using.

      Was that intentional, or did that happen accidentally?

      Together, their power combined and flowed, allowing all to gain increased strength. Fes felt it where he hovered, the power filling him, sending more and more into him, and he turned his attention back to the ground.

      Again, he sent an explosion of power toward the nearest atheran, and this time, there were no Damhur or Deshazl to swarm it. There didn’t need to be. Fes continued to pour power out from himself, and the creature disappeared.

      The atheran seemed to recognize that something was taking place, and they began to fight with a frenzy. They would erupt from the ground, shooting toward the dragons, trying to cling to them, but the dragons fought together, wrapping their power around the atheran and tearing at the creatures. Every so often, Fes would turn his attention to them, using that power to destroy the atheran, and they would fall.

      When a dragon fell from the sky, pain shook Fes.

      For a moment, he began to wonder if they could succeed.

      There were more and more atheran coming. It was almost as if the summons had drawn them here, that the song had called far more of these creatures than there should be, and yet, now that the song had shifted, shouldn’t they be heading away?

      And yet they still came.

      The creatures burst from the ground, angling toward Deshazl or Damhur or dragon. Fes fought, drawing upon power, trying to protect as many as he could, and failing far more often than he wanted.

      He fell into a pattern, moving around the peak of the tower, floating in place, drawing upon that power, pouring it out, and surprisingly, the song flowed with him. His voice joined the others, and with it came a sense of hope, a sense of unity, and a belief that perhaps the Damhur and the Deshazl could once again join together.

      More than anything, that was what Fes wanted.

      Fes let that sense of hope fill him.

      It was something that had been missing his entire life. Growing up as an orphan within the empire, first living on the streets, falling into crime and letting his rage overcome him, hope had been the last thing that he had ever imagined he would know. Finding Azithan had given him a hint of it, and meeting Jayell had added to it, but now, knowing his people—and the Damhur—he fully understood hope.

      It would be difficult, but their peoples could come together. They could both thrive.

      That was what the song promised.

      And power flowed with it.

      Fes sang as he freed atheran after atheran from the ground, the dragons now roaring, flames bursting all around and power flowing up from him. The song spread throughout the city, extending far beyond the temple, all through Javoor.

      Or maybe that was only Fes’s imagination.

      Regardless, he let that power roll through him, and he let it slow, hitting the atheran. They were summoned out of fear, out of hate, and out of anger. They were summoned with the intention to destroy, and they would be dismissed with hope and unity.

      One by one he went until there were no more atheran.

      Looking over the top of the tower, Fes stared, listening to the song for a moment. As it continued to build, he sang with it before jumping from the tower, dropping to the ground, finding Jayell and taking her hand. Surprisingly, she was singing along, though the words she sang were different, mingling with his song.

      He found Jesla standing in the center of the courtyard. Her hands were raised toward the sky, the song building, a crescendo rising, filling with power, and Fes stood, transfixed, letting that song overcome him.

      He lost track of how long the song lasted. Eventually, it faded, drifting off into nothingness, and slowly the Deshazl began to come around. Damhur made their way toward them, but there was no sense of the Calling.

      Jesla looked at him and bowed her head. “You have done well, Fezarn.”

      “I didn’t do this. You did this.”

      Jesla looked around the courtyard at the Deshazl, at the Damhur, and smiled. “Perhaps we all did this. Can you feel it?”

      “Feel what?”

      “Hope.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      With Larshon, reaching the empire went quickly. As they traveled, Fes wondered what sort of reception they would have, but decided that it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that the empire and Javoor would find some semblance of peace.

      Five dragons traveled with them, though Fes didn’t suspect that they would stay in Anuhr. More likely than not, they would continue onward, traveling toward the dragon plains. Other dragons intended to spread out in different directions, heading away, while others had remained in Javoor. There was a certain optimism within the dragons now, one where they believed that they would finally find freedom.

      As they neared Anuhr, Fes looked over the side of the dragon, feeling a strange sense of comfort in returning. So much had happened and yet this was still a place that he felt surprisingly welcoming.

      Larshon landed outside the palace. The other dragons continued onward, flying overhead, though no longer hiding. Realizing that, Fes smiled to himself. That was what he had wanted. That had been his vision.

      When he climbed off, he turned to Valenahr and Catherine. “They will be suspicious about your intentions,” he said.

      “That is why we came ourselves.”

      “They will wonder what you intend to do to them,” Fes said.

      “You know that we intend nothing.”

      “I know that, but now you have to convince the empire.”

      It was time for them to have peace. Both nations needed it, if only so that they could begin to understand more about the nature of the connection between the Damhur and the Deshazl. There was far more to it than either side understood, and it would take time for them to uncover it.

      The door to the palace opened, and Azithan strode out. “What is this, Fezarn?”

      “This is the envoy.”

      “The envoy was destroyed.”

      “This is the replacement, Azithan. They’re here to help ensure peace.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I needed to bring them here to negotiate, seeing as how I don’t act on behalf of the empire.”

      Azithan frowned at him, a strange expression on his face, before he turned to study Valenahr and then Catherine, and then motioning for them to follow. They made their way into the palace, and when they did, Azithan guided them to the throne room. A pair of Dragon Guard stood watch by the door, and two fire mages appeared, almost as if summoned.

      “Wait here for the emperor,” Azithan said, turning to Fes. “And I would like to have a word with you, Fezarn.”

      “I can come with you,” Jayell said.

      “I think that you should remain here as a representative of the empire,” Azithan said. “We won’t be long.”

      Azithan guided Fes to a small room across from the throne room. It was little more than a sitting room, with benches set into the wall, and Azithan took a seat, motioning for Fes to sit across from him. When he did, Azithan steepled his hands together. “What happened?”

      “It’s a long story, Azithan.”

      “I realize that it’s probably a long story, but I can’t go to the emperor without knowing why.”

      Fes sighed and glanced at the door before telling Azithan about what happened. He included everything, not holding back on any details, and when he was done, he shook his head. “The Damhur and the Deshazl have found a sense of peace in Javoor. It will take time to sort things out, but they no longer attempt to Call them. They have been freed.”

      Jesla had remained within Javoor, and every so often, her song would build, allowing those who had been Called to find a new focus, and with it, more and more of the Deshazl found freedom. In time, many of them would need to go to the Dragon’s Eye to be tested and to be able to finally be fully freed from the influence of the Damhur, but for now, it was enough.

      “And so you have brought them here?”

      “For now. They will help ensure that Javoor and the empire find peace.”

      Azithan stared at Fes for a moment. “It is good that you’ve returned, Fezarn. When the first envoy was attacked, we lost much.”

      “I know that Ellorayne was the envoy. That has to be hard on the fire mages. And you.”

      “That is a particularly difficult challenge,” Azithan said. “That is not all who we lost.”

      “Who else?”

      “Unfortunately, the emperor sent someone close to him to search for answers. That second envoy was also lost.”

      Fes’s heart lurched. “No…”

      Azithan bowed his head. “Unfortunately, Jaken was lost in an attack on the second envoy.”

      “Oh, Azithan. I am sorry.”

      “There will be time for mourning later. The emperor has struggled since his loss, as you can well imagine.”

      “Thank you for telling me before I saw him.”

      “That is not why I called you here.”

      “Why?” Even as he asked, he thought that he knew. Azithan had tried to pull him into the Dragon Guard once before, and with Jaken’s passing, he could see how Azithan would try to use him in such a way again, but he had no intention of serving on the Dragon Guard. “I don’t think I can be the soldier that you want. I don’t know what I want for myself, but now that the empire and Javoor will have peace, you don’t need a strong Dragon Guard. You can raise somebody up internally.”

      Azithan waved a hand. “We have already promoted a new commander to the Dragon Guard. That’s not what I’m asking of you.”

      “Then what?”

      “Do you remember when I told you that I have been working with Jayell so that she may replace me?”

      “I remember.”

      “I’m sure you do. Much as I remember how unhappy that prospect made you.”

      “I don’t know if that’s what she wants, but if it is, I’m not going to stop her.”

      “Good. But her replacing me doesn’t mean that you would have to lose her.”

      “I know that.” It would make it harder on the two of them, but by having the dragons able to help fly him from place to place, Fes thought that he might be able to maintain a relationship more easily. He would need to spend time in Javoor, and he would need to work with those in Thoras, and he wanted to better understand the Deshazl in that land, which meant that he couldn’t always stay in the empire.

      “With Jaken’s loss, the empire needs a new successor.”

      “Azithan?”

      Azithan met Fes’s eyes. “I know what you’re thinking, and I don’t mean myself.” He leaned forward, reaching for Fes’s hands. “I mean you, Fezarn.”

      Fes laughed until he realized that Azithan was not joking. “I’m no leader.”

      “I beg to differ. You have proven yourself far more capable than most in defending the empire.”

      “That’s just it, I didn’t attempt to defend the empire.”

      “Yet you managed to do so anyway.” Azithan squeezed Fes’ hands, and power flowed from him. “At least consider it.”

      “I’m not even from the empire.”

      “Are you sure? You may not have been born here, but you know the empire as well as any now. More than that, you have experience beyond the empire’s borders, something that very few people in this world can claim. I think that you would prove to be a quite valuable asset. As I said, think on it.”

      With that, Azithan stood and pulled the door open, guiding Fes across the hall to the throne room.

      When the emperor arrived, Fes helped introduce the Damhur, and it took a moment, but they quickly came to terms. As they stood there, Jayell would glance in his direction, almost as if she knew something, though Fes wondered just how much she might know. It was possible that she had already been told by Azithan what he was going to ask of Fes, but it was also possible that she sensed something was amiss, though she might not know what it was.

      When the meeting was done, while the emperor and Azithan were meeting with Valenahr and Catherine, Fes made his way out of the palace and into the courtyard to Larshon.

      “What is it?” Jayell asked, joining him.

      “Azithan wants me to be the emperor’s successor.”

      “And you don’t want to be?”

      Fes shrugged. “I don’t know. There seems to be so much that I have yet to do.”

      “I doubt that the emperor is going anywhere soon, so it doesn’t mean that you can’t do all the things that you feel you need to.”

      “It ties me to the empire.”

      “Is that so bad?” She took his hand, power flowing from her.

      “You know it’s not,” he said.

      “Then what is it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      She squeezed his hand, forcing him to meet her gaze. “I know how you have tried to fight your connection to the empire, but your service has continued to bind you to it. And if someone like you were to be emperor, think of how much good you could do for the dragons. Think of how much good you could do for the Deshazl.”

      “I figure there’s something I’d better do now before Azithan and the emperor force me to remain here.”

      “You’re going to accept?”

      “If I don’t, someone else will, and if you are going to take over for Azithan, I’m not thrilled with the idea of someone else spending that much time with you.”

      She shot him a look. “That’s not a reason to become emperor.”

      “No? I think it’s a pretty good one.” He hesitated, glancing at the city and laughing to himself.

      “What is it?”

      “I was just thinking about someone who owes me quite a bit of money. If I’m to be emperor—”

      “That’s not how you should use your authority!”

      He smiled, climbing onto Larshon. “Maybe not, but it would still be fun.” Tormenting Carter would be reason enough to stay in Anuhr. He would need to reconnect with Tracen. And help the city rebuild. There were more reasons to remain than he had known.

      The dragon took to the air. Using the power of a fire mage spell, they streaked across the ocean and reached the Dragon’s Eye. Once there, Fes hopped off Larshon, who sat back, his gaze lingering on the massive dragonglass sculpture they had taken from the temple. Fes had brought it to the Dragon’s Eye, waiting until he had established peace between Javoor and the empire before doing this. It was time to raise this dragon, perhaps the last of the dragonglass sculptures.

      Glancing at Larshon, Fes looked over at him. “Do you know which one this is?”

      “A very powerful dragon,” Larshon said.

      Fes focused on the dragonglass sculpture, and as he did, he let power flow from him into the dragonglass sculpture and wake the essence of the dragon.

      Power surged, and as it did, an enormous black-scaled dragon appeared, slowly crawling from the Dragon’s Eye. The dragon stared at Fes for a moment, power flowing through it, drawn from the Dragon’s Eye, and rumbled.

      “Welcome,” Fes said. “I am Fezarn.”

      “As am I.”

      Fes studied the dragon and smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Thanks for staying with me through this series. I hope you enjoyed Fes’s story as much as I enjoyed bringing it to you. There will be more to come in this world, so sign up to my newsletter to be among the first to learn when (and to get some freebies).
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        * * *

      

      If you enjoyed The Dragonwalker series, check out the first book in a new series, The Elder Stones Saga: The Darkest Revenge.
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      Ages ago, powerful beings known only as the Elders left their mark on the world, gifting powerful stones to their followers. Through these stones, some have been gifted by birth with great abilities, while others search for them as a way to access that power. Scattered around the known lands, wars have been fought for them, and won by them.

      On the outskirts of the city, living within an ancient stronghold, Haern longs for a life beyond what he knows—and away from the long shadow cast by his father. When an attack on the city renews a decades old battle, Haern volunteers to leave the city and find the one person who can lead their people to victory. His inexperience might kill him, but his instincts might be the reason they succeed.

      For Daniel, a member of the ruling family, life in the palace is easy and his path is clear. Eventually, he will rise up to sit on the council and lead the people of the city. An injury to someone he cares for changes everything for him, and he must go to the one person he despises most for help. If he fails, he’ll learn what it means to lose everything he cares about.

      Though born to power, Lucy longs for an understanding she can’t find in books. When a horrible attack leaves her forever changed, her quest for understanding leads her to those responsible—and a means of stopping them.

      All paths lead toward the Elder Stones, for the one who controls the stones controls power.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Dragon Sight. 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.

      

      
        
        For more information:

        www.dkholmberg.com
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