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      Fes reached for his dagger and ran his finger along the hilt. There was usually something relaxing about the way the dagger felt in his hand, and today was no different. The only difference today was that he was prepared to use it if it became necessary.

      A crowd filled the street in front of him, most of the people heading away from the busy market. It wasn’t quite as impressive a market as that in the capital city, but because Vayan sat along the southern coast, there was enough trade to make it interesting. Some of the things he’d seen were quite intriguing, but none were the reason he was here.

      He remained crouched in an alley, trying to remain hidden as he watched the street for signs of his assignment. This was to be a simple job, and one he wouldn’t have taken, except for the fact that he felt compelled to continue to work for Azithan. The fire mage had been good to him and Fes still felt a little guilty how he had slipped him a replica instead of a real dragon relic. So far, Azithan had said nothing to Fes, and it was either because he didn’t know or because he was biding his time before confronting Fes. With Azithan, it would be difficult to know which.

      The target was there.

      Dark hair tumbled to her shoulders. She was tall, slender, and striking. A simple robe striped with red embroidery marked her, and she carried a relic Azithan wanted Fes to recover.

      What was he thinking, following a fire mage?

      There was a time when Fes wouldn’t have identified a fire mage, and a time when he would have feared the repercussions for doing so, but now that he had survived a powerful one and had some idea of how to limit their magic, he no longer feared them quite the way that he had.

      He crept behind her.

      Keeping her in sight was not difficult. With her height, she was easy to spot, almost as easy as Fes himself. His height made concealing his presence difficult, and he often stooped, not wanting to stick up above the crowd, but in this city, he doubted he would be recognized. In the capital, it was more important to remain concealed.

      She headed away from the market. When he had first spotted her, Fes thought that perhaps she would make her way toward it, but she hadn’t, heading instead into one of the less populated parts of the city. He didn’t think she knew he followed, and he intended to keep it that way.

      She passed someone, bumping into them.

      Fes frowned.

      That wasn’t only a bump. It was a handoff.

      Maybe she had known he followed.

      He watched the fire mage disappear along the street, considering whether he needed to follow her or the man she had handed off to. He was shorter than her, compact and muscular, the kind of person one hired for protection rather than the kind of person a fire mage might normally interact with.

      There was no question that the man slipped something into his pocket.

      Skies of Fire! That had to be the relic, didn’t it?

      Tearing his attention away from the fire mage, he followed this man rather than the fire mage, worried that if he let him get too far away, he would lose sight of the relic and would fail at this job.

      Failure was not an option. Fes loathed failing, which was the reason that Azithan prized him for his ability to collect.

      The man weaved through the streets and Fes stayed close to him, but not so close as to be noticeable. Every so often, he would make a sharp turn and Fes would watch, standing on his toes if necessary to see if the man turned back, always managing to keep an eye on him.

      Then he ducked down an alley, and Fes followed him.

      This wasn’t supposed to be a difficult job. He was asked to track the fire mage, keep an eye on the relic, and report back.

      That was it. That was the job.

      Until he knew where the relic went, he wouldn’t be able to report back. He wouldn’t be able to finalize the job.

      He slipped along the alleyway and maneuvered down the street. At one point, he splashed in a puddle, and an awful stench reached his nose. When he reached the end of the alley, he headed from there to the side street as the man disappeared into a building.

      Fes paused, watching. If the man inside knew that Fes was following, maybe he was only doing this to avoid detection. If that were the case, the man might have slipped out some back entrance. It was enough to get him moving.

      He hesitated at the entrance to the building before pushing it open.

      It was a home, and a relatively well appointed one. A basket of flowers rested on the table, three chairs angled around it. A hearth with a kettle resting inside it filled one wall, and a doorway separated the kitchen from the rest of the home.

      There was no sign of the man he had been following.

      He made his way through the entrance and toward the back of the home. How long was he willing to search? How long was he willing to remain exposed, putting himself in danger for the possibility of information?

      Fes knew the answer. Ten gold coins bought enough time.

      That was more than enough to coax Fes out of the city and to take the job. As much as he wanted to remain anonymous and hidden, the prospect of having another ten coins to add to his growing wealth was almost too appealing to pass up.

      As he hurried through the home, he found another doorway. This led to a bedroom, and there was a comfortable-appearing bed in it, with sheets pulled up, keeping it neat.

      Still no sign of the other man.

      He turned, and when he reached the doorway, a shadow separated from the hall and slammed into his stomach.

      Fes grunted.

      He pushed on the man, trying to throw him off, but he was heavy—heavier than he looked, and Fes was strong. He shouldn’t have had any difficulty throwing the man free.

      A knee came up into his stomach, knocking away his breath.

      Fes bent over, trying not to gasp but struggling.

      He reached for his dagger. It wasn’t that he wanted to kill this man, but he did want to slow him. If that meant drawing a little blood, that would be what he was willing to do.

      The man grabbed his arm, pinning it.

      Fes tried to jerk, attempting to pull himself free, but he couldn’t.

      Another knee came up, and this time, Fes accounted for it, twisting off to the side and absorbing most of the blow. It hurt, but not as much as it could have.

      He made another attempt at throwing the man free and pushed off, sending him rolling away. As he did, Fes unsheathed both daggers. The man eyed the daggers for a moment before lowering his shoulder and barreling toward Fes.

      He sliced at the man, trying to connect, but his dagger seemed to bounce off the other man’s arm.

      That was new. The daggers cut through almost everything. Dragonglass was incredibly strong, much stronger than flesh, so he was surprised that he hadn’t managed to so much as draw blood.

      The man crashed into him, driving Fes down once again. He pushed, trying to get him off, but the man was too heavy. It was like moving stone.

      So much for an easy job. Maybe that was why Azithan had offered ten gold coins. Maybe he’d known it would be much more challenging than it had first appeared.

      The man brought his knee up again and Fes contorted, twisting out of the way.

      When he did, he managed to get one arm free, so he shoved again, throwing the man off.

      Fes got to his feet and looked toward the entrance of the home. All he wanted now was to get out, regroup, and think of another way that he could acquire the dragon relic.

      The man positioned himself in front of the hallway, preventing Fes from making a clean break. Either he would have to attempt to run through the man or he would have to find another way. The longer he stared, the more it became clear that something was off about him, though he couldn’t quite figure out what it might be.

      There would be time to figure that out later. For now, he needed to get free.

      A quick glance over his shoulder told him that there was unlikely to be another way out. That meant he somehow had to go through.

      He took a deep breath and brought his daggers together, then raced toward the man, launching himself.

      The man stepped off to the side and Fes went tumbling.

      The ground rumbled as the man raced after him.

      Fes lumbered to his feet and staggered toward the doorway. He headed out into the street.

      Once back into the sunlight, he raced toward the nearby alley.

      The man chased him but he seemed a step slower.

      The raven-haired fire mage waited in the mouth of the alley. She pointed something at Fes and he reacted without thinking, slashing with his daggers. The stream of fire that leapt from the dragon relic she held fizzled out, falling harmlessly to the stone.

      The fire mage eyed him. “Azithan sent you.”

      Fes glanced over his shoulder. The man was approaching, and he didn’t like the idea of being caught between the strange man, who had some ability to withstand his daggers, and the fire mage. Either option left him uncomfortable.

      When he turned his attention back to the fire mage, she was pointing another dragon relic at him. This had a curved tip to it and reminded him of the dragon claw Talmund carried with him.

      Fes crossed his daggers in front of himself and swiped them out, cutting off the magic she aimed in his direction. At least the fire mage was easier to deal with.

      “Azithan will not have it,” the fire mage said as Fes neared her.

      “What is it?”

      “As I said, Azithan will not have it.”

      Something struck Fes in the back. It felt as if he were hit with a hammer. He staggered forward and would have tumbled into the fire mage, but she seemed to have known what was coming and stepped off to the side. He sprawled along the stones and nearly dropped his daggers. Only years of training and experience with his daggers helped him avoid losing them. If he were to drop his daggers, he would be helpless against the fire mage’s magic.

      He rolled and staggered to his feet.

      The strange man stood next to the fire mage, positioning himself in front of her. It was odd to see knowing that she was the one with power, but surprisingly, he had been the one most difficult to deal with.

      “I only want the relic. Then I will let the two of you go.”

      The fire mage pointed at Fes, and the man took a step toward him. He seemed to swell with each step, and the ground beneath his feet crackled as if he weighed too much for the cobbles to support.

      As he did, Fes stared at him, realizing that something about him truly didn’t seem quite right. He just wasn’t able to explain what it was. Maybe it was the angular set to his jaw, or the way he held his arms out, almost as if his muscles were too large to stay at his sides. Or maybe it was simply the way the ground cracked as he walked.

      He knew with certainty that he didn’t want the man to reach him. Whatever else he might be, there was power within him that was something different to what the fire mage possessed.

      Fes took a step back, moving along the alleyway. If he did nothing, he would be trapped here, and he didn’t want to let the fire mage do so, not between her and this man.

      Heat began to build.

      Fes had experienced heat like that before, and he crossed his daggers in front of him, preparing to separate whatever spell the fire mage might throw his way.

      The heat continued to grow, building with increasing intensity, and Fes stared at the strange man, trying to decide whether the ten gold was worth it.

      How could it be?

      He had enough gold the way it was considering the fact that for his last job, he had practically tricked Azithan into paying him a hundred gold, and the priest had paid him at least twenty-five. After seeing the strange stone man approaching him, it was enough for him to disappear. He continued backing up along the alley, retreating.

      “Azithan will not have it.”

      “I don’t care if Azithan has it.”

      “You should care, scavenger.”

      At the name, Fes hesitated.

      The man reached him and pushed.

      Fes went flying and slammed into a nearby wall.

      Pain surged through his back, and he worried for a moment that it might be broken, but he shook away that thought. He couldn’t remain where he was, unable to get up. Not with a strange man who seemed to be made of stone coming at him.

      Attempting to escape wasn’t going to be possible. There was one way that Fes might be able to get free, but it would require that he summon a part of him that he hated. And yet, that part that he hated had kept him alive more often lately than he cared to admit.

      He focused on painful memories. Losing his parents. Seeing a caravan of merchants destroyed. Not having Alison in his life.

      That last was new, but it was incredibly painful.

      Anger boiled within him. Everything else was forgotten, and Fes launched to his feet. He slammed into the stone man and sent him staggering back. Unlike when Fes had summoned this rage in the past, this man didn’t fall before it. He somehow managed to withstand the force.

      The man swung, and Fes ducked beneath it. His movements were slow, but only slightly slow. Had Fes not been able to draw upon the strange energy that came to him when he allowed himself to be filled with rage, he doubted that he would have been able to duck beneath the attack.

      He jabbed with his dagger, but it bounced off the man’s chest.

      The heat continued to build around him.

      Something was going to happen. He needed to finish this fight, and soon, or he would run the risk of whatever the fire mage was doing.

      Was there a way to complete the task?

      Fes slipped off to the side, and rather than trying to stab the man with the daggers, he sliced at the fabric of his clothing. He cut through his jacket, trying to open his pockets, but nothing spilled out. He spun beneath another attack and brought the dagger around, carving through his pants. As he did, a pair of spheres clattered to the stone.

      Dragon pearls. Fes would bet his life on it.

      He dropped, rolling toward the dragon pearls and quickly stuffing them into his pockets.

      When he got to his feet, the man ambled toward him. Fes turned away but faced an end of the alley from which he couldn’t escape.

      Heat rose all around him.

      Fes crossed his daggers in front of him and slashed, trying to part the fire mage’s magic. It separated slowly, but it did separate.

      He jumped.

      Normally, such a jump would do little, but he had discovered that when he was full of the energy while angry, he had the ability to jump higher than normal. He kicked off the man’s shoulder and raced along the alley away from him.

      As he approached the fire mage, she merely watched, pointing a dragon relic at him. Fes readied his daggers, prepared to sweep them through her spell, but she never fired.

      “What are you?” she asked, curiosity filling her voice.

      “Nothing but a scavenger,” he said.

      He waited for her to block his way, but she simply stood, still pointing the dragon relic at him.

      “Not only a scavenger.” She frowned, tipping her head to the side. “Could you be…”

      He didn’t wait. The sound of the stone man thundering behind him sent Fes scurrying forward, crashing through the fire mage and sending the dragon relic skittering across the stones. He paused long enough to scoop it up and stuff it into his pocket along with the other dragon pearls.

      As he raced down the street, back into the crowd, he didn’t allow himself time to relax. How could he? He had barely survived, but that wasn’t the reason that he was uncomfortable. No, the reason that he was uncomfortable was the way that the fire mage had looked at him. It was the same way that Reina had looked at him, and had he remained behind, he suspected that he would have heard her call him Deshazl.

      Fes had begun to understand that it meant he had potential of some kind, though not what that was. Eventually, he would have to learn about it. It was the reason he could let the anger boil up within him and use that power.

      When he disappeared into the crowd, keeping his head bowed and his neck stooped, he would pause every so often, looking around for signs of the fire mage, but he saw no evidence that she followed. He heard nothing like the thundering of the stone man, either.

      When he returned to the capital, he would need answers.

      Maybe Azithan would provide them. And if he didn’t, what would Fes do?
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      Fes had visited the palace many times in his service of Azithan. The palace was an impressive structure, constructed nearly a thousand years ago when the empire was first forged. In that time, it had been added upon, but its bones remained original. He was allowed access, granted the privilege of passing through without escort. He rarely paused to think about what that meant and the privilege he was afforded. Mostly because it didn’t always feel as if it were a privilege. Sometimes, serving Azithan felt less a privilege and more like a penance.

      He had struggled during the return to the capital. The journey itself wasn’t difficult, but the fact that he had been attacked by a fire mage troubled him. If Azithan had known a fire mage would attack, why had he sent Fes?

      Did he know that Fes had some ability to counteract the fire mages?

      He turned a corner and caught a glimpse of a procession making its way through the hallway. A half dozen guards, all garbed in the maroon and gold of the empire, slipped along the hallway. At the head of the procession was the emperor. Fes barely caught sight of him, noticing only the peppered hair. The man was rumored to be a powerful fire mage himself.

      He stayed off to the side, not wanting to get in the way of the emperor’s procession and not wanting to attract the attention of the Dragon Guard escort.

      Fes turned the corner and made his way toward Azithan’s room.

      When he reached it, he knocked. Oftentimes, Fes would simply head in, but until he knew exactly what Azithan knew about him, he wanted to be careful.

      The door came open, and Azithan poked his head out. He was slender, with delicate features and a narrow chin. His black hair was slicked back and his brown eyes seemed to take in everything around him.

      “Fezarn,” Azithan said, clasping his hands in front of him. “I had not expected you to return quite so soon.”

      Fes took a deep breath. Was that an admission? Did Azithan reveal that he had expected Fes to fail in this task? It wouldn’t be the first time for him to make such an attempt. Fes had been given other tasks in which it had been likely that he would fail.

      “Are you disappointed?”

      Azithan smiled at him. “Disappointed? You are my most trusted collector.”

      “Am I?”

      Azithan grinned. “Don’t say it like that, Fezarn. You know I can trust no one else the way I trust you to complete a task.”

      “Even when you intend for the task to fail?”

      It was a little more direct than he typically was with Azithan, but given what he had gone through, Fes figured it was appropriate.

      Azithan studied him, a deep frown pulling on the corners of his mouth. “Why would I expect you to fail?”

      “Did you know I would encounter a fire mage?”

      Azithan looked along the hallway before motioning for Fes to join him in the room. When he did, he motioned for Fes to take a seat. Fes had been in Azithan’s quarters many times and had grown comfortable within them—probably too comfortable. Instinctively, he knew Azithan wasn’t a man to trifle with. He was a high-level advisor to the emperor, and a fire mage as well. That was reason enough to be cautious around him, but Fes had never allowed himself to be overly cautious. Too often, he was impulsive, and his impulsivity had gotten him in trouble.

      Fes looked around the room, taking in the sight of Azithan’s decorations. A massive bookcase lined one wall, and every so often when he was here, Fes wondered what the mage kept there. What kind of books would intrigue Azithan? The hearth glowed with a bright fire, and items stacked on the table along the back wall called to him, but Fes ignored them.

      “Tell me about the fire mage you encountered,” Azithan said, standing in front of the hearth.

      Fes knew better than to allow himself to be too relaxed around Azithan. He gripped one of his dragonglass daggers, running his finger along the hilt. Every so often, he shifted the dagger in his hand, maneuvering it so that he could resist whatever it was that Azithan might do to him. Reina had been a blunt fire mage, and when Fes had been around her, he had recognized the heat and power she exuded. It was the same with the fire mage he had encountered in Vayan.

      Azithan was different. His magic was subtle, and Fes was lucky to recognize when he was using it, but it was better to be prepared for what he was doing than to rely upon luck.

      “Did you know I would encounter a fire mage?” Fes asked again.

      “I would not have sent to you, Fezarn, had I known that you would encounter a fire mage. Now. Answer the question.”

      Wouldn’t he?

      Azithan knew Fes had a connection to the dragon relics. That the connection allowed him to search for them when others couldn’t. Would he know about his connection to the Deshazl—and how that connection seemed to make him able to overpower fire magic?

      “She was tall with black hair,” Fes said, beginning to describe her. He shared with Azithan everything that he could recall about the fire mage but wasn’t certain that he knew enough. He had been so focused on surviving the stone man and his attack that he hadn’t paid nearly as much attention to the fire mage. Perhaps that had been his mistake. Perhaps he should have been more careful.

      “Is that all you can remember?”

      “She had someone with her. He was strong, and I could barely do anything that worked against him.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that my daggers seemed to bounce off him.” Fes leaned back in the chair and fixed Azithan with a hard glare. “If I didn’t know better, I would have thought him made of stone.”

      Even stone had occasionally been cut by his daggers, so whatever the man was, it was something that his daggers could not get through.

      “Are you certain about what you saw?”

      “I thought you said I was your most reliable,” Fes said.

      “Most of the time,” Azithan said. “Which is why I question what you witnessed.”

      Fes shook his head. “There’s no reason to question. There was something else odd about this man. When he walked, it was almost as if he were incredibly heavy, crushing the ground beneath him.”

      It sounded strange to describe it that way, even to him, and he had been there.

      Azithan watched him for a long moment. After a while, he turned his back to the fire and did something that left it sizzling and cracking. “How is it that you survived a fire mage and a golem?”

      “A what?”

      “A golem. I am surprised that she would have the ability to harness one, but that must be what you experienced. Most people who experience a golem do not live through it.”

      “I barely did. I ran when I got the chance.”

      “And yet you survived both. And managed to escape. I find that interesting.”

      “Interesting or not, I think you should have warned me.”

      “Warned you? I had no idea. For that matter, the temple has no fire mages active in Vayan.”

      “You just thought I would come across the dragon relic without any resistance?”

      “Oh, Fezarn, I expected you to meet resistance, but nothing you couldn’t manage.” Azithan turned back to him. “Did you retrieve it?”

      Fes sighed. He had debated how much to share with Azithan. During his return to Anuhr, he had examined the dragon pearls and came to the conclusion that they both had to be real. There was something about dragon relics that allowed him to know whether they were real or forgeries. Shimmery colors streaked within them, and dragon pearls had some of the most vibrant colors of all. Both of these were incredibly bright—one green and one orange—and neither much larger than a small stone. Both were warm—an indication that they were not inert.

      And then there was the length of bone he had claimed off the fire mage. He didn’t know which part of the dragon it came from, maybe a finger or a toe, but it was almost as long as his palm and the striations were quite fine, along with the streaks of red that ran through it.

      That dragon bone would not be something that Azithan would expect him to have acquired.

      Fes reached into his pocket and pulled out one of the dragon pearls. He palmed it, and when Azithan reached for it, Fes closed his hand around it.

      “I think the terms of our arrangements aren’t always workable,” he said to Azithan.

      “You are being compensated more than fairly.”

      “Is that right? And when you send me against a fire mage and a golem?”

      “As I said, I didn’t send you against them. They were not supposed to be there.” Azithan met his gaze and held it for a long moment before turning his attention back to the fire. “I knew there would be power coming to that city. I could feel it. That was why you were sent. And you have succeeded, though this is not entirely what I had expected.”

      “You don’t want the dragon pearl?”

      Azithan looked over his shoulder at Fes. “I have acquired many dragon pearls. The temple has many more. Another is valuable, but not so valuable as what else I had hoped you might acquire.”

      “There wasn’t anything else.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “This was on the golem. This was what she handed him.”

      “Likely because she knew you were following. It was a diversion, and she intended for you to know that she had handed them to the golem.”

      If that were true, then there was something else that the fire mage must’ve held that Fes hadn’t seen. What would it have been?

      Unless it was the length of bone that he had hidden in his pocket.

      No. She had been willing to use that, willing to expend the energy from the relic to stop him. If it were something valuable, she wouldn’t have used it against him.

      Fes held the dragon pearl in his palm, running his finger along the surface. It was smooth, different than the other dragon relics that he had come across. Dragon pearls were unique in how they stored power, and from what the priest had told him, the dragon pearls were able to focus even more fire magic within them than even the dragon bones could.

      “Maybe you should have sent someone else,” Fes said.

      Azithan glanced over his shoulder. “What makes you think I did not?”

      Fes stared at him. It wouldn’t be the first time that Azithan had sent more than one person to complete a task, but this time, against this opponent, Fes would rather have had someone with him. Most of the time, he worked alone, and that was the way he wanted it. Before chasing the dragon heart and working with Alison again, he had forgotten what it was like to have others with him, watching his back.

      “Did you?” Fes asked.

      “Do you believe that I would share with you if I had someone else follow you?”

      Fes met the other man’s gaze. It was difficult to tell with him. Azithan was powerful, and with his connections to the emperor, he didn’t need to share anything about what he was doing, but Fes wished that he would. He wished he understood exactly what Azithan was after. It might make it easier to work for him.

      “Do you want the dragon pearl or not?”

      “If you acquired anything other than the dragon pearl, it might be valuable,” Azithan said.

      “There were two.”

      He hesitated to share that with Azithan. If he revealed too much and too quickly, he ruined his bargaining ability with Azithan. Most of the time, the bargaining was merely a game. At least, it felt that way to Fes, and Azithan never really seemed to mind playing it.

      “Two dragon pearls?”

      “There were two.” Fes reached into his pocket and pulled out the other dragon pearl, palming it the way that he palmed the other. When they were both in his hand, warmth radiated through his arms, running from his fingers up to his shoulders and then into his chest. It wasn’t necessarily unpleasant, but it wasn’t a sensation that he wanted to maintain.

      “Who was she?” Fes asked.

      “She is of no significance,” Azithan said.

      “She had two dragon pearls. I don’t know how many pearls you fire mages are allowed to have, but I suspect she was of more significance than you’re crediting her.” And then there was that golem. If she had some creature of incredible power—something Fes had never heard of before—then she had to be significant.

      And why would Azithan oppose her?

      As far as he knew, the fire mages worked together, though Reina might have been different. Fes still didn’t know what she had been after.

      Could there be some sort of division among the fire mages?

      “If who you’re describing is accurate, her name is Elizabeth. She is a fire mage of minor ability.”

      “Minor ability? Is it typical for fire mages of minor ability to have the ability to control a golem?”

      “No.”

      “Then who is she?” Fes asked.

      “It has been a long time since I have known her,” Azithan said.

      “Why? I thought all the fire mages serve the empire.”

      “They are supposed to.”

      Supposed to. “Does that mean she serves the rebellion?”

      Azithan met his gaze. “Leave the dragon pearls on my table. You will find your payment there.”

      With that, Azithan turned back to the fire and stared at it, leaving Fes without a complete answer.

      Knowing Azithan, he might not get an answer. And it was a dismissal.

      He made his way to the table, carefully setting the dragon pearls on top of it. A part of him wished that he would have taken the time to have created replicas, but with dragon pearls, it would be more likely that Azithan would know that they were fakes. Dragon pearls were common enough that he would be able to uncover the deception. It was different than with the dragon heart, something Fes doubted the fire mage had seen before.

      He grabbed the pouch and glanced inside. Ten gold coins, paid as Azithan had promised. Fes stuffed the pouch into his pocket and felt the presence of the dragon bone that he taken from the fire mage. He debated whether he should share that with Azithan before deciding to keep it for himself. Azithan didn’t need all dragon relics. And it might come in handy if he had to bargain at some point.

      Making his way back out of the palace, he stuck to the back halls and stairs. When he was outside once more, he took a deep breath of the air, enjoying the fragrance of the palace grounds. Hundreds of flowers were planted along walkways, and trees grew in such a way as to force people onto the path. One of the shrubs had been cut into a shape of a small dragon. At least what Fes imagined the gardener thought was a small dragon.

      He made his way through the city, he passed through various shopping districts before transitioning to rows of homes nestled closely together—nothing like the massive manor homes more centrally located in the city, and therefore closer to the emperor. Fes had a small home on the outskirts of the city, a place that he once would have believed beyond him, but through all the jobs he took from Azithan, he’d been able to afford much more than he once could.

      Nearing his section of the city, all single-story buildings that flowed from one to the next, he had a vague sense that someone was following him, but whenever he paused, he found no one. It wasn’t that he wasn’t able to take care of himself, but the gold in his pocket gave him a quick step.

      The sense that someone followed him persisted. Taking a roundabout way back to his home, not wanting to be surprised, he saw no one.

      Maybe it was only his imagination. He was tired from his travels, so wouldn’t put it past himself to have imagined someone trailing after him. And time with Azithan always exhausted him. When he reached his home, he slipped through the back alley and inside through a back entrance, remaining by the door and looking out through a window to see if anyone passed along the street. No one did.

      Finally, Fes turned his attention back to his home and lit a lantern. When the light was glowing, he looked around.

      Everything was a mess. The table and chairs were toppled over, leaving broken pottery strewn around his kitchen. The few belongings he owned were scattered throughout, and a strange odor reached his nostrils, but he didn’t know why.

      Someone had come here before him.

      He hurried to the back room and pulled up the floorboards, quickly looking inside, but the scuff marks around the boards told him all that he needed to know. Someone had come here before him.

      And his gold—all that he’d saved from the jobs he’d taken from Azithan—was missing.
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      “I had people keeping an eye on your home while you are away,” Tracen said.

      Fes sat in his friend’s shop, staring at his hands. He didn’t know what to say or what to do. The only thing he could think of was to scream, but that wouldn’t solve anything. It wasn’t that he was destitute—he now had the ten gold that he’d acquired from Azithan—but the massive collection of wealth that he had depended on was missing.

      “Apparently, it wasn’t enough.”

      “What happened?”

      “Well, someone broke in my home, and everything was destroyed.”

      “I’m sorry,” Tracen said.

      Fes looked up. His muscular friend held his blacksmith hammer against his leather apron, almost cradling it. There was no question what he held dear. “So am I.”

      “Did they take everything?”

      Fes reached into his pocket. That was the strange part. He still had the totems that he’d been given by Theole, along with the figurine that Indra had carved for him. They had more of an emotional significance than anything else. He doubted he could sell them, even if there was much value to them. Then again, Theole and Indra had come to the Great Market selling similar goods, so Fes probably could sell them for something.

      “They took everything that mattered,” he said. He should have done something different with the gold. That was his way out. With enough money, he would be able to finally leave jobs behind, regardless of whether Azithan wasn’t like the person he’d served before him. Now he was as far away as he had been in a long time.

      “How much did they take?” Tracen asked, looking over at him.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “I can tell from the way you’re sitting there that it must’ve been a significant amount.”

      “It was a significant amount.”

      “How were you able to save up so much?”

      “My last job paid very well,” Fes said.

      Tracen grunted. “I imagine it did. You were gone long enough. I mean, you were out of the city for several months.”

      Several months, and during that time, he had nearly died.

      Had it been worth it? He had learned about the rebellion and learned more about fire mages. He had also discovered he might have some part of himself that was more than what he realized, some connection to the ancient dragons he had never known about. Despite that, despite the money he had earned, he still didn’t know whether it had been worth it.

      “I don’t intend to take a job like that again.”

      “Even if it pays as much as the last one did?”

      “Even if it pays the same,” Fes confirmed.

      “What would it take for you to take a job like that?”

      Fes looked around the shop. Tracen was a metalsmith, and he had skill at making weapons, primarily knives and swords that drew the attention of the empire. Most of his work was now commissioned by the empire and helped ensure the troops were well supplied, providing protection along the borders.

      “I don’t know. I doubt there are many jobs quite like that.”

      Maybe he should return to Azithan and see if he would pay anything for the dragon bone he’d taken from the fire mage. But, right now, Fes had ten gold, which meant he wasn’t poor. It was enough money to keep him solvent for a little while, but how much longer?

      “I’m sure others would pay you for your services,” Tracen said.

      “That’s just it. There probably are, but I’ve been trying to get away from that type of work.”

      “What would you do? You know I’ve offered—”

      “I know. That doesn’t change that I don’t get to do what I wanted.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Get away.”

      “And where would you go?”

      “Away.” Anywhere that he didn’t have to think about his family. His lost brother. Anything. And he had been close. Now… now he was farther than he’d been in a long time. “I came to the city after losing my parents. When I lost my brother, I should have left. This isn’t my home.”

      Fes didn’t know where his real home might be. The memories he had of his parents involved traveling, but he knew his real home was somewhere else. Maybe not even in the empire.

      Tracen glanced up from his work, meeting Fes’s gaze and then smiling. “You aren’t going anywhere.”

      Fes grunted. “Not now.” He slapped his hand on his thigh and got up, letting his gaze drift across the shop, taking in some of the items that Tracen had made. There were times he wished he had a skill like his friend. Instead, Fes’s skill involved searching for things of value and retrieving them. Apparently, things tied to the ancient and long-dead dragons.

      “Who did you have watching my home?”

      “Phildan, Jorand, and occasionally Peter.”

      “I think I need to speak with them.”

      “And when you find them, do you intend to be kind or should I send a warning to them?”

      “Why would they need to have a warning?”

      “I don’t know. Why would they need a warning?”

      Fes shook his head. “They aren’t in any danger of me doing anything.”

      “They’re probably over at the Sterling Chair.”

      Fes groaned.

      “So you know it?”

      “I know it. Not a place I necessarily enjoy going to.”

      “Maybe if you gambled more, you might.”

      Fes glanced over. “What would I gamble with?”

      “Well, you did just finish a job.”

      “And that’s all I have.”

      Tracen shrugged. He turned back to his work, and Fes left him. It wouldn’t do to keep interrupting him as he was busy and needed to finish with his tasks as he served the empire. Regardless of what Tracen said, Fes could never take a job like Tracen’s. He could never be a blacksmith. Fes didn’t have the patience for it.

      Making his way through the streets, he headed toward the tavern. The Sterling Chair was a tavern along the outskirts of the city and was the kind of place where soldiers and merchants and others with easy and disposable money went. It was the kind of place where gambling often led to violence.

      Fes knew better than to come to places like this. Not only did he find it too tempting to gamble, but when it got to where there was violence, he usually had no choice but to engage.

      He stepped inside the tavern. It was set up like a massive hall, and rows of tables filled the space. Twin hearths along the far wall provided warmth, and a steady din of noise hung over everything.

      Fes searched through the crowd, looking for signs of the men who’d been watching his home, but he saw no sign of them. He didn’t know them well, but he thought he’d recognize them if he came across them. There were other gamblers, and he resisted the temptation to sit down and play. If he did, he could end up with even less than he already had.

      When he made a circuit through the tavern, seeing no one, he began to head toward the front door. He caught sight of someone he had not expected to see.

      The flash of red hair was unmistakable as it headed toward the door.

      Carter.

      Fes started forward. The last time he had seen Carter had been in the north, far outside the city, though he wasn’t surprised that she had returned to Anuhr. Would she have another master—or had Reina not been her master? He’d never learned who she served, but it was certainly someone who paid well.

      Fes started toward the door after Carter.

      When he reached the street, he saw no sign of her. Hurrying along the street, he turned a corner and nearly ran into her.

      She grinned. “Fes. I thought I would find you in the Sterling Chair.”

      He stiffened, and she leaned toward him in the seductive way she had. He danced back, reaching for his daggers. “How did you know I would be at the Sterling Chair?”

      “People talk.”

      Fes looked around, concerned there might be others with her, but they were alone. “Where are your men?”

      “I told them that they wouldn’t be needed for this meeting. Do you feel otherwise?”

      “I have no intention of attacking you, Carter.” He had no hesitation in doing so, either. Had Carter wanted to fight, she could have. That meant that she was here for a different reason, and it was one Fes needed to understand.

      “Good. After what happened in the north…”

      “That was on you.”

      “We both had jobs. You know how it is.”

      Did she think he would let it pass at that?

      And could he let it drop? In Anuhr, Carter had enough contacts that he didn’t dare challenge her. If he did, it would be one he wouldn’t win. His connection might be to Azithan, but she had connections beyond the palace, and funds to back them up.

      “Why were you at the Sterling Chair?”

      “As I said, I heard you might be there. And I have a job for you.”

      “I don’t take jobs from you.”

      “You only take jobs from Azithan?”

      “Not only Azithan, and better than what you do.”

      She grinned. “I take my jobs from those with the ability to pay. You would be well advised to do something similar. You can’t keep crawling around on the city taking jobs from Horus again, can you?”

      It didn’t surprise him that she knew about his connection to Horus. She likely would have discovered everything she needed to know as he had once again been away from the city on the last job for Azithan.

      “You don’t know exactly how much Horus was willing to pay.”

      “I have a good idea.”

      “What do you think you can get from me?” Fes asked.

      “There is a certain task that I need your assistance with.”

      “What kind of task? And why should I work with you?”

      “You probably shouldn’t. But…” Carter reached into her pocket and pulled something out. When she held it up, Fes’s heart skipped a beat. It was a totem—the kind that was made by Theole or Indra, and the kind that he had in his own pocket. He prized the ones that he had, having received them from Theole for helping protect his daughter. They were supposed to have returned home, traveling through the mountains where they would have crossed through the pass, and from there…

      Then again, their path would have taken them directly into Carter’s.

      “I see that I have your attention.”

      “You’ve already captured him once. What do you want with him?”

      “With him? No. I think you have it mistaken. We don’t have a him.”

      Fes stared at the totem. The detail on it was far more intricate than what he had seen from Theole. That meant Indra.

      She had her own magic, and though Fes wasn’t certain what it meant, he did know there was power to the young woman, and it was that kind of power that could be used and abused by those like Carter.

      “What do you want?”

      “That’s it? That is your only question?”

      “You have my attention.”

      “I can see that I have your attention. What I want is your commitment.”

      “How do I know you even have her?”

      Carter flashed a wide grin and motioned for Fes to follow. She started down the street, disappearing quickly. Fes had no choice but to follow, and when he did, they twisted toward the center of the city. It was under the emperor’s protection, and the homes here were much nicer. In the distance, the palace gleamed with soft moonlight, silver shafts catching off the white stone, lighting up the night. It was almost intentional as if trying to capture the moonlight, reflecting it out over the city.

      Carter stopped at a massive two-story house and climbed a set of stairs leading inside. Fes waited, thinking that Carter would try to break in, but she fished a key out of her pocket and entered.

      And he had thought he had wealth. For Carter to have a home like this—or, at least, access to home like this—it meant that she was even more wealthy than Fes had imagined.

      “It seems serving your master has paid well.”

      Carter shrugged. “There are benefits to such service.”

      She motioned him to follow her inside. On the other side of the door, he was greeted by a stark room. There were no decorations and no furniture. The room was pitch black, leaving Fes wishing for even a little light to help him see what exactly Carter might have here.

      She made her way through the room and reached a lantern that she lit. When it glowed softly, she guided Fes through the house and up a set of stairs. At the top of the stairs, she paused, reaching into her pocket for another key, and unlocked the door. She pushed open the door and stepped aside.

      Fes hesitated, looking at Carter for a moment before stepping up into the room. If this was a trap, Fes liked his chances of escaping. Carter was a skilled fighter, but Fes didn’t fear her, not the way that he once had.

      Inside the room were three men. Each of them was compact and armed with swords, but that wasn’t what caught his attention. It was the crossbows aimed at his chest.

      “Is this some sort of trap?” Fes asked.

      Carter shook her head. “Not a trap. And they’re not for you.”

      Fes looked around the room, and in a darkened corner, he saw her.

      Indra.

      She was huddled in the corner and looked so much smaller than he remembered. When he had last seen her, she had been on her way home, leaving the empire, heading toward freedom. And now she was trapped in the capital city, away from her father.

      “She’s just a child, Carter.”

      “I think that you and I both know that she is more than just a child.”

      Fes started to reach for his daggers, but the men with the crossbows changed his mind. “She’s just a child, Carter,” he repeated.

      Carter chuckled. “Do I have your attention?”

      “Yes. You have my attention.”

      “Good. She’s the assignment. You will need to escort her.”

      “Where?”

      “Why, to her home, of course.”

      Fes looked over at Carter, waiting for her to tell him that she had something else in mind, but she only met his gaze.

      “Why would you want me to escort her home?”

      “That is for me to know. But she has requested that you escort her and no one else.”

      Fes turned his attention back to Indra, studying her. Why would she be back in the city? She should have been home.

      “If you take this job, I will see that you are well compensated.”

      “How well compensated?” Fes asked carefully.

      “About the same as what you have recently lost.” Fes jerked his head around, and Carter flashed a smile. “The job in the north was mine, Fezarn. And you have my money. But if you take this, I will return it to you.”

      Fes breathed out heavily and turned his attention to Indra. “Let me talk with her.”

      Carter shrugged and joined the three men with the crossbows.

      Fes approached Indra slowly. A nervousness in the pit of his stomach warned him to be careful. “Indra?” He crouched down, getting to her level.

      She turned away from the wall, looking at him with her dark eyes. Her hair was cut shorter, and she was thinner than he last saw her. How long had it been? Several months. Long enough that she should have made it back to her homeland.

      “Fes?”

      “It’s me.”

      “Why has it taken them so long to get to you?”

      “I don’t understand, Indra. What are you doing here?”

      “My father. They grabbed us when we were heading through the pass.”

      “Who?” He glanced over at Carter. “You’d already been abducted by them once. I thought that we had you safe.”

      “We were. We are almost back into our lands. I could see my father already beginning to relax.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “I don’t know. We were almost there. And then…”

      “What happened?”

      He took a step toward Indra. She turned away from him, not meeting his gaze. “He’s gone, Fes.”

      “How? What happened to your father?”

      “They killed him.”

      “Who did?”

      She finally turned over to look at him, and her eyes were reddened. “The empire. The empire killed him.”

      Fes could only stare.
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      Fes sat with his back against the wall, keeping an eye on the three men with the crossbows. They no longer had them aimed at Fes as they once did. He had thought they were trying to keep Indra in, but that wasn’t it at all. They were protecting her, though he still wasn’t certain why.

      The rest of the room was fairly unremarkable. There was a thick carpet, and two paintings hung on the wall, more decorations than were on the lower level of the home. A pallet in the corner was the only furniture, and Indra sat in the top corner, crouching against the wall.

      “Why would the empire have killed your father?” Fes asked again. He still wasn’t able to understand what had happened. When he had left Theole, he had been with the rebellion and reunited with Indra. The empire hadn’t been anywhere in sight, and even if they had come across them, the empire wouldn’t have killed him. That didn’t seem like the kind of thing they would do, but then again, what did Fes know?

      But if they believed Theole to be with the rebellion, maybe they would have.

      And Fes was the reason Theole had been with the rebellion. Could he have been the reason that Theole was dead?

      “I don’t know. They let us go, and we went off on our own. They even gave us a horse. We were making good time, and by the time we reached the mountain pass that would bring us back to our land, we were run down by a person with the empire.”

      “Are you certain?”

      Indra looked at him. Tears fell from her eyes. “I was there. I saw their clothing. I knew who was with them.”

      Fes couldn’t argue. Indra probably knew better than him, but Alison should have made certain that she was safe.

      “Who was it?”

      “I don’t know. Someone cold. Angry. I…” She turned away, sobs racking her again.

      Fes patted her shoulder, wishing there was more he could do to help. “And why do they want me to help you?” Fes looked over at Carter. The woman had been silent, and he had a hard time believing that she had some altruistic purpose behind summoning Fes here to get his help with Indra. Carter was after something, but he didn’t quite know what it was yet.

      “I told her you were the only person I would trust to bring me back home.”

      He had just left the city and then returned. And now he would be asked to take another journey?

      When he looked at Indra, Fes knew he didn’t have much choice. He had made a promise to Theole to protect her, and promises were not something Fes made lightly. Returning to her homeland was an even longer journey than the last one he had made, and it involved him venturing beyond the borders of the empire. But looking at her like this reminded him all too much of his brother sobbing after their parents had died.

      Fes patted Indra on the hand and nodded. “I’m going to help you.”

      She tried to smile, but couldn’t.

      He made his way over to Carter. “Tell me what this is really about.”

      “You don’t believe that this is really about returning her to her homeland?”

      “You abducted her father once. You tried to abduct her.”

      “Ah, Fes, you really can be clever sometimes.” He bristled at the backhanded compliment. Carter reached into her pocket, pulled out an item, and held out her hand. It was one of the totems. “This is what it is about.”

      “Their totems?”

      “These are more than totems. These are a sort of power that we don’t often see.”

      “They are their crafts. Nothing more than that.” He resisted the urge to look back at Indra, knowing that she viewed the totems as more than mere crafts.

      “If that’s what you believe, then you misunderstand the nature of their magic. They have incredible power, and you are going to help us understand it.”

      “How do you expect me to help you understand it?”

      “This young lady seems to have a connection to you, Fes. I expect you will use that connection and you will find out exactly what it is her magic does and what is required of her to make these totems work.”

      Fes shook his head. “I don’t think I can. I don’t know that it’s anything she will share with me.” And even if it was, Fes doubted that Carter was one who should have the key to that secret.

      “Then I will keep your money. I will keep the girl. And I will find some other way of extracting the information.”

      His hands went to his daggers. “You will not hurt her.”

      Carter watched him for a moment. “No? Perhaps not. Hurting her has not yielded the information I was hoping it would. She is… resilient. I thought that taking a gentler approach might be the better strategy.”

      Fes glanced over to Indra, who sat huddled against the wall. Was that why she was scared? Had she been abused by Carter? He wouldn’t put it past the woman to do so, but why? What purpose would there be in harming such a young girl? If it was all about magic, and all about the power that her totems could harness, could Carter’s master be involved?

      “Who put you up to this?” Fes asked.

      “My employer is none of your concern.”

      “If it involves me, then it is of my concern.”

      “You don’t need to fear. I am employed by someone with enough wealth that you have no reason to worry.”

      That comment gave Fes a moment of pause. Who would Carter know who would have even more wealth than Azithan? When Fes had demanded his price for the dragon heart, Azithan had barely hesitated. If Carter knew someone with even more money than that, not only did Fes want to know who it was to ensure that he needed to be careful, but it might benefit him to know who it was in case he needed to search for a different employer.

      “Why?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “It matters. What you’re asking me to do is leave the city and take her”—Fes glanced over his shoulder at Indra, noticing the way that she was sitting quietly, staring at the corner of the wall—“back to her homeland. How does that help you discover what you want to know about her magic?”

      “Just know that she needs to return home safely.”

      Fes breathed out heavily. “She comes with me now then.”

      Carter shook her head. “That’s not how this works.”

      “If you want me to do this job, then it is how it works.”

      “You will do the job, but under my terms.”

      “And I assume that your terms involve me not bringing her now?”

      “If you brought her with you now, I would have no guarantee that you would do the task assigned of you.”

      Fes laughed bitterly. “No guarantee other than the fact that I already tried to help get her home. You didn’t need to coerce me.”

      “You will be bringing someone else with you.”

      This was the part that Fes knew was coming. There would’ve been no other reason for Carter to make such a proposal other than the fact that she had something in mind.

      “I suppose you want one of your men to come with me?”

      She glanced over at the crossbowmen, before turning her attention back to Fes and shaking her head. “Not at all. I intend for me to go with you.”

      Fes shook his head. “No.”

      “That’s the price,” Carter said.

      “No,” Fes said. “I don’t trust you. And if I can’t trust the people I’m traveling with, there’s no way that I’ll have you come with me.”

      “Does it have to be about trust?” she asked.

      “It does when you’re talking about a journey like this.”

      “I think you will have to get over yourself, Fes. Besides, traveling with you will allow me the opportunity to get to know you a little better.”

      That was exactly what Fes feared. He wanted nothing to do with Carter. He disliked the fact that she had often been a step or more ahead of him. He disliked the way that she was skilled—often more skilled than him. And he disliked the fact that she had flexible morals that allowed her to do things that he occasionally wished that he were willing to do. If only he had such flexibility with what he believed in.

      And it was the very fact of his inflexibility that she was preying on now. She knew how he would answer. She knew that he would not have much choice but to help Indra. And he hated the fact that he was so predictable.

      But what choice did he have?

      “If you come with me, you’re going to do things my way.”

      “Ah, Fezarn, that is also not how I work.”

      “It might be true, but that’s how I work. If you want my help”—and Fes still didn’t know quite why she needed his help. If she really wanted to return Indra to her homeland, with her resources, she wouldn’t have any need of Fes—“then you will abide by the way that I do things. At least, in this.”

      Carter twisted toward him, thrusting her chest out. Fes ignored her attempt at seduction. She had tried it on him before, and maybe if she weren’t so brutal, he might be more inclined to be interested in her attempts, but he wanted as little to do with her as possible.

      “You might change your mind before all of this is over,” she said.

      “Why would I change my mind? I know exactly who you are and what you intend.”

      Carter smiled at him. With her pale complexion and her deep red lips, there was something quite attractive about the smile. He ignored it.

      “I think you don’t know quite as well as you believe that you do, Fezarn. If you did, we would be having a very different conversation.” She glanced over at Indra before looking back at Fes. “Make whatever preparations you need and return here in the morning.”

      “You intend to depart so soon?”

      “There is no reason for us to delay this anymore.”

      “I don’t know anything about a delay,” Fes said.

      “Because you’ve been out of the city, chasing assignments for Azithan again.”

      “And you aren’t taking someone’s assignments? Unless losing Reina meant you lost that person.”

      Her eyes narrowed as she glared at him. “Reina was a means to an end. As are you.”

      “I am well aware of that, Carter.”

      “Good.”

      Fes waited, hoping that she might change her mind and allow him to bring Indra with him, but she didn’t.

      He turned and headed down the stairs and out of the building, glancing up at it when he was out on the street. How did Carter have access to a building like this? He still didn’t know who she worked for. If not Reina, then there was someone else with wealth. From that standpoint, Fes was already overmatched. He certainly didn’t have the kind of wealth necessary to stay in this part of the city. Even with the gold Carter had stolen from him, it would have only furnished him here for a short while.

      He had a night to make preparations.

      What he needed to do was try to understand what it was that Carter was after. He knew nothing about what she intended. Nothing other than the fact that she claimed she had an employer who was even wealthier than Azithan.

      And maybe that was where Fes needed to start.

      The idea of returning to Azithan a second time in such a short period wasn’t ideal. But this time, he was determined not to be surprised by what might happen. This time, he was determined not to be pulled into some scheming where Azithan might know more than he was letting on. There was a time when Fes would have gone to the slums for information, but those avenues were closed to him. Now, he needed to find a different source, and if anyone would know more about what Carter would be after, he hoped it would be Azithan.

      As he crossed through the city, he hurried toward the palace. He had rarely visited this late at night and wondered whether he would even be allowed access. It was possible that Azithan wouldn’t even be there, and even if he were, would he grant Fes entry?

      When he reached the palace, he made his way toward a back entry. Thankfully, one of the guards recognized him and waved him up. When he reached Azithan’s rooms, he paused before knocking.

      There was no sound of voices and no movement on the other side of the door. Maybe Azithan wasn’t here.

      Fes knocked. He waited, counting silently to himself, expecting at any moment for the door to pull open and to see Azithan’s lean face looking out at him, but there was no sign of him.

      Fes tried the door and found it unlocked.

      When he went inside, he discovered that the fire mage was not there. The hearth glowed with soft coals, but there was no other evidence that he had been there recently. Fes looked around the room, searching to see if he had left anything here, but he saw nothing. Surprisingly, the two dragon pearls remained on the table where Fes had left them.

      He went over to the table and touched one of them. He expected to find it warm and was surprised to find that it was not. Not as it had been. The colors within it weren’t nearly as vibrant as they had been. Had Azithan used the dragon pearls already?

      He checked the other pearl and found it was much the same.

      Fes’s knowledge of fire mages and their magic was little more than basic. He knew that they drew power from dragon bones, but why would Azithan have used all of the power within the dragon pearls?

      He headed out of Azithan’s room, closing the door tightly behind him. Out in the hallway, the sound of voices drifted toward him and he hurried toward the end of the hall, feeling strangely reluctant to be discovered. Coming at this time of night was a mistake, and unlike any other visit he had made to Azithan.

      When he reached the end of the hallway, he paused, looking back. Azithan appeared at the end of the hall, and he was alone. Fes was certain that he had heard other voices, so he knew Azithan had not been alone the entire time, but where were the others now?

      The fire mage looked weary. More than that, he looked old. Almost haggard.

      Azithan paused with his hand on the door. He lingered there for a moment. Fes waited, debating whether he should reveal himself before deciding not to. Azithan shook his head and entered the room, closing the door with a soft click.

      Fes considered whether he should go and speak with the fire mage.

      Then again, Fes wasn’t certain he wanted Azithan to be aware of his connection to Indra. Did it really matter who hired Carter? All that mattered was ensuring Indra’s safety.

      And he had the night to prepare.

      Rather than lingering here and debating about what he should do, Fes knew that he needed to use his time effectively. He needed to make his preparations if he were to leave the city one more time.

      And he only had one night to be ready for whatever Carter might throw at him. That, more than anything, left him uncomfortable.

      Fes didn’t have many people that he could count on, and certainly not for a task like this, but he needed more answers. If the rebellion were involved in what had happened to Indra’s father, he needed to understand why. And there was one place he could go.
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      The Brambles was a dangerous part of the city in the daylight. At night, it was even more so, though Fes ignored the dangers as he approached the distant tavern with a confident step. He knew better than to approach too cautiously. If he did, he would only draw more attention and would likely end up on the wrong side of someone’s bad idea of mischief. He didn’t want to get into a fight tonight. Tonight was all about getting answers.

      The last time he had come here, he had been manipulated into taking a job that had served the rebellion. Most of the time, he didn’t care who ruled so long as they didn’t prevent him from taking jobs, and since he’d been well compensated serving Azithan—and by extension, the emperor—he had more reason to want to maintain the current situation.

      Fes ignored the watching stares along the street. He knew they were there even if he couldn’t see them. At least, not clearly. They would always be there, watching. It was Horus’s way of protecting himself. When he reached the tavern, Fes headed in.

      Inside the tavern, he looked for signs of Horus. The other man would be here somewhere. It was too early to be back home, and this was where he preferred to do business, a place where Fes had often come when he still worked for Horus.

      Fes found him sitting along the back wall. When he approached, the three men around him all leaped to their feet.

      Horus looked up, staring at Fes with his black eyes. “Fezarn. I hadn’t expected to see you again. I thought the last job would be our last.”

      “You don’t want me to come to visit you?” Fes asked, looking down at Horus. He ignored the three others watching him. If he gave them too much attention, he might be tempted to reach for his daggers, and that was a very bad idea.

      Horus studied him for a long moment before glancing at the others and making a small motion with his fingers. The men stepped away and took a seat at a table nearby.

      Fes smiled. “Does that mean I can sit down?”

      “It means that you can talk.”

      “You’re going to be like that with me after giving me a job?”

      “If I had any choice, I doubt that I would have,” Horus said.

      That was news to Fes. That meant that Horus had been used the same way that Fes had been. “I completed the job.”

      “So I hear.”

      “Are you still in contact with them?”

      He didn’t want to mention the rebellion. It was possible that there were ears, even in a tavern controlled by Horus. While out on his last assignment, rumors of the rebellion had continued to spread, and they were making inroads. He wondered how much of that had to do with the fact that he had allowed the rebellion to keep the dragon heart. A part of him kept expecting to hear rumors that the rebellion had managed to bring back the dragons, though he thought that impossible.

      “I have my connections,” he said.

      “I need you to send word to Alison.”

      Horus leaned forward, grinning. “I thought things were over between the two of you.”

      “They were. Are.” Fes shook away the strange emotions that surged through him when he thought about Alison. They did no good and only served to confuse him. She was a complication, one that he did not need.

      “Then why would you have me send word to her?”

      “Because of a job I was offered.”

      “I doubt that they will be so interested in another job. The last one was quite costly, and it is unlikely that they will be interested in risking as much once more.”

      “Costly how?” Alison hadn’t revealed the cost of the mission to him. His portion had incurred a particular cost, though the priest had paid it without question. He hadn’t thought that there was much of an issue with that.

      “Quite a few people were lost attempting to reach the dragon plains,” Horus said, lowering his voice. “So I hope whatever they were after was worth it.”

      “I hope so too.”

      “I thought you helped them reach it.”

      “I did help them, but I don’t know whether what was acquired was worthwhile to them.”

      Horus met his gaze. “I can try to send word to Alison. What is it that you want her to know?”

      “I want her to know that Carter is sending me on a mission.”

      Horus leaned back and started laughing. “Carter?”

      Fes nodded. “Carter has hired me to transport someone out of the empire.”

      Horus’s laughter died out. “That’s not the kind of thing Carter tends to do. She tends to be concerned with what she can acquire.”

      “Which is why I want you to send word to Alison.” There were more reasons to get word to Alison, but he didn’t know what role Horus had in what might have happened to Theole. “I don’t know what Carter has planned, and I want to be prepared. Whoever she’s working for has quite a bit of pull. I’m afraid that I don’t have the necessary backing to ensure my own safety.”

      “Even with your friend from the empire?”

      “I’m not certain how much he can help with this.”

      Horus stared at him for a moment before nodding. “I will do what I can. As I said, there was a cost. Quite a few were lost, and because of that it is difficult to get word out of the city the same way as we once did.”

      Fes leaned back. There was no doubt in his mind that he would need help if he were to succeed with this task. He didn’t like the idea that Carter had hired him, and he liked even less the idea that he felt compelled to participate. Were Indra not involved, he wouldn’t have agreed.

      Which Carter would have known. Was this all part of using him somehow? But for what reason? Why him?

      “Why are you taking the job? Is it worth so much to you?”

      Fes leaned back, sighing. “It’s more than the money.”

      “It’s never more than the money. Not with you.”

      “This time it is,” Fes said.

      Horus watched him. Finally, he motioned toward someone behind Fes, who looked over and saw the waitress approaching. He was prepared for Horus to order something, but instead, he leaned over and whispered something to her. Her demeanor changed, and she nodded before hurrying off.

      “Consider it done.”

      “Thank you,” Fes said.

      Horus smiled at him. “As long as you plan to go against Carter, I’m happy to help.”

      “I’m not exactly sure why Carter is planning this,” Fes said.

      “It would be helpful if you were to share what exactly Carter is up to.”

      “She has forced me to help her. I don’t know why, and I don’t know that I will be able to determine it without going along with her plan, but whatever reason she has troubles me.”

      “And it’s not about money?”

      Fes looked at Horus. “Not this time.”

      “Interesting. When it’s all over, why don’t you come and see me.”

      “I don’t know that you’re willing to afford me.”

      “You might be surprised. I might have other jobs that you would be interested in.”

      “This one might not be about the money, but that doesn’t mean others aren’t.”

      Fes patted the table and got up, heading out of the tavern. As he made his way through the streets, he had the sense that someone followed him. He ducked off into a nearby alley and waited. A pair of men hesitated along the street where he had been standing.

      “I saw him disappear,” a voice said in the darkness.

      “There aren’t any other buildings here. He could have gone into a tavern but he just came out of that one,” one of the men said.

      They were following him. Could they be Carter’s men? If they were, Fes wasn’t about to let them find him, not easily. He had until morning, and he intended to take as much of that time as possible to make his preparations.

      But maybe there was something more that he could do. Maybe he could discover something about what Carter planned.

      He unsheathed his daggers. A soft thrill rippled through him, and he ran his fingers along the hilt, feeling the smoothness. They were made entirely of dragonglass and were solid—much more solid than anything that Tracen could make—and had been with him since his parents died.

      One of the men looked down the alley.

      Fes lunged.

      He didn’t want to kill these men. If they did work for Carter, it would be best to avoid antagonizing her more than was necessary. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t slow them.

      He reached the nearest man and slipped his dagger into the guy’s shoulder. The man grunted, and Fes brought the other hand around, catching him in the side of the head with the hilt. The man crumpled, and Fes wiped the blade on the man’s shirt.

      He turned to the other man. He had unsheathed his sword and now faced Fes with an angry sort of sneer to his face. “Don’t make this any more difficult than it needs to be.”

      “Me?” Fes asked. “I’m not making anything difficult.”

      “We were sent to bring you in.”

      “You can tell Carter that I had until morning. She didn’t need to send anyone after me until then.”

      “Carter? I think you have it wrong.”

      Fes shook his head. “I doubt that.” He lunged toward the man, and as he did, he caught a flash of the crest on his leather jacket. The man was a soldier, not merely a mercenary or street thief as Fes had believed at first. He flicked his gaze to the fallen man and saw that he wore a similar leather jacket with a similar crest.

      Empire men.

      Skies of fire. Had he made a mistake?

      Maybe these weren’t Carter’s men, but if they weren’t, why would the empire send soldiers for him? Azithan never did, knowing that Fes wouldn’t react well to having soldiers come after him, which meant that someone else had sent them.

      “Who are you?”

      “Captain Jaken. I was sent to bring you in.”

      Captain? That meant the Dragon Guard. “Bring me in where?”

      The man regarded Fes for a long moment. “I can see from your expression that you already know.”

      “Consider my expression the only part of me that does. Where are you to bring me?”

      “The palace. The emperor would like to have words with you.”

      Fes considered his options. He could overpower this man. He didn’t have any doubt about his ability to defeat a single soldier, but how many more would he have to fight? If the emperor had sent men after him, it was likely—and probable—that he would have sent countless others. He didn’t like the odds of finding some way to evade all the soldiers in the city if it came to it.

      If the emperor intended to reach him, what was Fes going to do to stop it? He didn’t have enough connections to escape the emperor.

      Would Azithan have anything to do with this? He remembered the weary look from the fire mage when he’d been in the palace, but somehow, he didn’t think Azithan was involved. Why him, then? And why now?

      “Why does the emperor want me?” In all the time he’d served Azithan, he’d never met the emperor. Azithan had always kept him away.

      “I’m a soldier, not an advisor. I was sent to bring you to him.”

      “Why?”

      “As I said, I’m a soldier. I’m not here to answer those questions.”

      “You might be a soldier, but you know something.”

      “Do you intend to make this difficult?”

      Fes hazarded a quick glance at the fallen man. “Difficult for who? You?”

      The captain started to smile, and Fes realized almost too late that he had been played. It wasn’t only the two of them. Several other soldiers were making their way down the street. All of them were armed. All of them wore the leather jackets that signified that they served the emperor directly. Dragon Guards. They would be skilled, and possibly more than he could manage alone.

      Even if he wanted to try to overpower them—and even if he somehow managed to do so—Fes didn’t think that was the best idea. If he did, he ran the risk of having half of the emperor’s guard searching through the city for him.

      He had no desire to work with Carter—not if he didn’t have to—but helping Indra was a different matter altogether.

      “Fine. I’ll go with you.”

      The captain smiled at him. “I figured you would make that decision.”

      Fes fell in behind him as they made their way through the city. A dozen soldiers joined them, appearing out of shadows. He tried not to glance over at them, not wanting them to know that they made him uncomfortable, but every so often, he hazarded a glance.

      Most of the soldiers were fit, the kind of lithe muscularity that suggested regular sparring. Fes had a hard time believing that the emperor’s soldiers had much direct experience fighting. The empire had been at peace far too long for that to be the case. The soldiers sent to face the rebels were typically little more than conscripts, and the empire viewed their lives less warmly than it did men like Captain Jaken. While there were tales of fighting along the eastern coastline, Fes thought that were likely only rumors.

      The return to the palace was swift. Typically, when Fes went to the palace, he didn’t feel any sense of unease, having long since moved past the nerves he once had. Instead, he felt far more comfortable at the palace than he should. Maybe that was part of the problem. Maybe he had allowed himself to grow too complacent when it came to going to the palace. He knew better than that.

      They traipsed up a series of stairs, taking the main entrance. It was an entrance that Fes had never gone through before, and it allowed him to see the wealth of the palace more easily. Everything inside was all marble and carried on the backs of slaves. The stonework was incredible, unmatched anywhere else throughout the city. Sculptures depicting fallen emperors adorned the halls, and paintings along the walls illustrated scenes from the ancient battle when the empire defeated the dragons. It hadn’t been an empire then. It had been a single nation. One of men and women who had gained the power of the dragons in order to overthrow the creatures.

      Fes was silent throughout the walk. What was there for him to say? He was uncomfortable and occasionally glanced over at the men walking alongside him. The soldiers had split off, leaving him with a guard of only six, but inside the palace, those six would be more than enough to prevent Fes from doing anything stupid. In here, he knew better than to attack the guards; dozens of others would be nearby. And that was only the regular soldiers. Azithan wasn’t the only fire mage in the palace.

      They reached a massive pair of doors. They were thrown open, letting light spill out from inside an enormous chamber. The marble inside was all black, reflecting the light and making it dance in strange ways.

      As Fes entered, he realized it wasn’t marble at all.

      Dragonglass.

      All of this was dragonglass.

      His hand drifted to the hilt of one of his daggers, thinking about how precious they were to him, but even both of his daggers were nothing compared to the breadth of dragonglass that was here.

      Dragonglass was rare—at least, Fes had believed it to be rare. What he saw here did not fit with that. Not only was it rare, but to the right person, it was incredibly valuable. How much wealth was accumulated here, situated on the floor as if it were no more important than the slaves who likely had been used to carry it in?

      Fes pulled his attention away from the dragonglass and found it drawn to a massive throne at the end of the chamber. His gaze skimmed past a table with chairs surrounding it. Much like the floor and the walls, the table was made of dragonglass. In order for the table and flooring to be as smooth as they were, it would have required flattening out the irregularities that normally were found with dragonglass. Something that Fes knew was incredibly difficult.

      Strangely, the other thought that came to mind was the fact that his daggers would do nothing against this.

      He wondered whether they would shatter. For that matter, how had the dragonglass been smoothed in this way? Given how indestructible his daggers were, he couldn’t imagine anything being able to damage dragonglass. Not easily.

      Could they have used fire mages to do that?

      If they had, it seemed an incredible waste of power—or, more likely, an incredible demonstration of power.

      The throne was similarly made. Constructed entirely of dragonglass, it shimmered with striations of color.

      Fes frowned. Could the throne be some dragon relic? All the dragon relics that he had ever seen—at least the authentic ones—had similar striations and a similar color to them. It made sense for the emperor to have a throne that was a true dragon relic, as the dragon relics were the reason that the empire even existed. Without them, and without the power of the relics, there would be no empire.

      “Wait here,” Captain Jaken said.

      Fes had no choice but to comply. Now that he was here, he wondered if perhaps he should have resisted, and instead, fought his way free. He intended to leave the city anyway and he intended to go with Carter, helping Indra get safely home, but standing here, amidst the guard, he wondered whether he would even get that chance. Would the emperor prevent him from helping Indra?

      Doors at the back of the room opened, and a procession of people appeared. A pair of guards marched at the head, both of them carrying unsheathed swords that glittered with the lantern light, making it clear that they were dragonglass. They were like longer versions of his daggers.

      He glanced over at Captain Jaken. What if his sword was dragonglass?

      Fes doubted that he would have been able to overpower him. Maybe that was the point. A sword like that would be useful—almost as useful as his daggers.

      “Am I supposed to bow?” he whispered to Captain Jaken.

      “Stand in place,” the captain replied.

      Fes didn’t think that he could move anyway. Watching the emperor make his way toward him left him with a strange thrill. Not many people were able to have time with the emperor, but those who did often ended up on the wrong side of things.

      If he had to fight his way out of here, could he?

      It was a strange thought and, looking at the soldiers arranged around him, along with the emperor taking his place on the throne, Fes doubted that he could—especially as the emperor was rumored to be a powerful fire mage. He doubted his daggers would allow him to block the kind of magic that someone like the emperor would likely be able to wield.

      “Are you the one they call Fezarn?”

      The emperor had a deep, booming voice. It filled the entirety of the hall, carrying easily to Fes’s ears.

      “That’s me,” Fes said. “You didn’t need to send an army after me.”

      The emperor leaned back in his chair, considering him. He said nothing as his gaze drifted from Fes’s head down to his toes before looking up and glancing over at one of the people standing next to his chair.

      Fes had lost track of the others entering the room with the emperor, and he realized that he shouldn’t have. A dark-haired woman stood on the other side of the emperor. Cloaked in the maroon of the empire, she looked at Fes with interest.

      The emperor whispered something to her, and Fes wished that he could hear. What was he saying? For that matter, who was she?

      Eventually, the emperor turned his attention back to Fes. “You are a scavenger, is that correct?”

      Fes frowned. Was this about his working with Azithan? He was surprised that Azithan wasn’t here if he knew that Fes had been summoned. Then again, maybe Azithan didn’t know.

      “A collector. Not a scavenger.”

      The emperor stared at him. “They are the same.”

      “Not entirely,” he said. He shouldn’t be so impertinent, but what did he have to lose? “If you have need of my collecting abilities, I’m happy to be hired. It wouldn’t be the first—”

      “I have no need to hire a scavenger,” the emperor said.

      Fes bit back when he was going to say. Did the emperor not realize that Fes had been working on his behalf over the last few years? Could he not realize that others like him had been hired by Azithan? Maybe the emperor didn’t realize where many of his dragon relics came from.

      “Why did you call me here?”

      “Because you have stolen from me.”

      Fes shook his head. “I haven’t stolen from you. Ask—”

      The emperor raised his hand and Fes was cut off. “Were you not recently in Vayan?”

      Fes nodded. Could this have something to do with the fire mage that he had fought? “I was there.”

      “And you attacked one of my servants.”

      “I didn’t attack any of your servants.”

      The emperor turned over his shoulder and when he did, another figure stepped forward. One that he hadn’t realized was standing there. The slender, raven-haired fire mage that he had faced in the streets of Vayan took a position next to the emperor. She watched him with a dangerous expression, one that dared him to argue. And, how could he? Azithan was not here.
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      Fes shifted, his mind racing as he tried to understand what was taking place. If the fire mage worked on behalf of the emperor, why had Azithan sent him after whatever she’d had? Azithan would had to have known, wouldn’t he? Unless he was setting Fes up. He’d worked for Azithan for a while now… and Fes had provided him with a forged dragon heart. Could Azithan know?

      “Where are the items you took from her?”

      “You mean the dragon pearls?”

      The emperor glanced over at the fire mage before she nodded. “You took dragon pearls from a servant of the emperor?” the emperor asked, turning his attention back to Fes.

      “I didn’t know that she was your servant.”

      “All fire mages serve the empire. And who else other than the empire has access to dragon pearls?”

      Fes resisted the urge to laugh at the question. The emperor had to know that there were others with dragon pearls. They were unique, but they weren’t so terribly unique that it was impossible for someone else to have them.

      “I didn’t know that she was your servant,” Fes said. He chose the statement carefully. Whatever else was happening here, it seemed to him that it might be some sort of power play. Maybe Azithan had gone out of favor. He didn’t know what connection Azithan had with the emperor, other than the fact that he stayed in the palace, but if he had Fes go after this fire mage, and if she were working with the emperor, then he needed to be cautious.

      “Did you know that she was a fire mage?” the emperor asked.

      “Not when I first saw her,” Fes said.

      “When did you discover this?”

      “When she attacked me.”

      “And you didn’t think to avoid such confrontation? Once you discovered that she was a fire mage, and a servant of the empire, you continued to persist in your attack?”

      He wasn’t certain that he would get anywhere with this line of questioning. And how could he? The emperor had already made up his mind, which meant that Fes was now needing to prove himself. But how?

      The only way was to report on Azithan, but where was he?

      “I was sent on an assignment by Azithan.”

      The emperor frowned. “Azithan would not make such a mistake.”

      “Maybe not, but he is the one who sent me on the assignment.”

      Fes wasn’t certain whether he should be speaking so freely about Azithan, but if Azithan wasn’t here to vouch for him, then he needed to ensure he didn’t end up on the wrong end of the emperor’s wrath.

      The emperor glanced over at the fire mage. “If Azithan is responsible—”

      Fes wasn’t certain why the emperor wouldn’t elaborate, but there seemed to be something more that he was missing. What was going on here? Whatever it was, he felt as if he were caught between the fire mages, and it was a position that he was not comfortable with.

      “I warned you about him,” the fire mage said.

      “You warned him?” Fes said, biting back the urge to say more.

      The emperor stared at Fes a moment. “How well do you know Azithan?”

      Fes shrugged. “I have been collecting for him for a few years. Why?”

      The emperor smiled. There was something dangerous in the smile, and Fes immediately tensed. He disliked the way the emperor looked at him, and he felt uncomfortable. It was easy to know why he felt so uncomfortable. The emperor was powerful. Even if he wasn’t a fire mage, his power was enough that he could simply speak the words and the Dragon Guard would end him.

      “You have been scavenging on behalf of Azithan for years?” The emperor glanced over at the other fire mage. “How much do you think he has accumulated in that time?”

      “It depends on what he has acquired,” she said. “But this one has skill. I have seen it in him.”

      Fes hesitated. Would she reveal what she suspected of him? He wasn’t certain that he wanted anyone to think of him as Deshazl. He didn’t know what it meant. He certainly didn’t want the emperor to think that he was Deshazl.

      “You will tell me everything that you have collected on behalf of Azithan.”

      “Why?” When the emperor frowned, Fes only shrugged. He silently cursed himself. He stood before the emperor and was challenging him? “Doesn’t he serve the empire?” he added.

      “Azithan has always served in a unique fashion,” the emperor said.

      Fes was running out of time when it came to Indra. How much longer would they hold him here? Already it had to be late, and Carter had planned to depart in the morning, which meant that Fes had to finish with this business with the emperor in time to join her.

      “He has had me collect small items, nothing of much value. Azithan prefers to stick to things like books, and typically he has gone after dragon replicas.” It seemed easier to deceive them than tell the truth. If they knew the truth, it would only lead to more questions. So far, the fire mage knew that he had taken the dragon pearls, but could he conceal anything else from her? Could he conceal the fact that Azithan used his ability to collect dragon artifacts?

      When no one spoke, Fes shrugged again. “All it takes is to look in his quarters. I’ve been there enough times to know that he has hundreds of books, and I have been responsible for collecting many of them. There are a few inert dragon pearls that I think he collects for study more than anything else.”

      The fire mage studied Fes. Would she realize that he was lying?

      Even if she did, was there anything that she could do about it?

      The emperor raised his hand and made a small motion. Two soldiers on either side of him raced off, and Fes imagined them storming through the palace.

      He was surprised when the emperor stood.

      “Why don’t we take a look?” the emperor asked.

      “If you feel that you need to,” Fes said.

      “You will accompany me,” the emperor said.

      Fes’s heart fluttered. He certainly didn’t want to go with the emperor, and he didn’t want to be with him any longer than necessary. Then again, he might be able to observe them and see if there was anything else that he might be missing. There had to be some way that he could use this. If only he could figure out what that was.

      The emperor strode toward the end of the hall and the fire mage followed. A pair of soldiers fell in behind him, and Captain Jaken pushed Fes, sending him staggering forward. He had no choice but to follow. They made their way through the palace, taking a different route than Fes’s normal way. He typically went through back hallways before he reached Azithan’s rooms, though he’d never come from the throne room before. This way was a winding path, and it took them through the main halls of the palace.

      No one spoke. There was a strange, almost palpable energy all around them, and it left Fes feeling even more uncomfortable.

      Finally, they reached Azithan’s rooms, and the emperor opened the door. Fes wasn’t surprised that he didn’t knock, but it still felt like an invasion. Then again, Fes had done the same several times, simply allowing himself into Azithan’s rooms.

      Once again, Fes was shoved forward, and when he was in the room, he found it was empty.

      “Where is he?” the emperor asked.

      “He’s probably getting more attacks ready,” the fire mage said.

      The emperor made his way to the bookshelf and began pulling off books, glancing at them before replacing them. He turned to the hearth, staring at it for a long moment. For an instant, barely more than that, Fes felt a surge of heat. He didn’t think it was his imagination, and when the heat dissipated, the fire in the hearth crackled softly.

      The emperor stood in front of the fire, his hands in front of him, cupped outward toward the fire. The same sense of heat pushing out came to Fes.

      He was using fire magic.

      Why would Fes be aware of it?

      It was a strange thing to him to have awareness of the Emperor doing fire magic. Prior to confronting Reina, the only time Fes had been aware of magic being used in front of him had been with Azithan, and had left him feeling woozy. Before then, he had not felt anything.

      “He has been here recently,” the emperor said.

      “I was with him not that long ago,” Fes said.

      The emperor looked over and frowned. “Is that right? When?”

      “I don’t know where he might be now,” Fes admitted. “The last time I saw him, I had completed the task he’d asked of me.”

      He resisted the urge to look over at the fire mage. He didn’t want to anger her any more than he already had. There was no sign of her golem, though maybe that was something that she kept hidden. He had the sense that Azithan had been surprised that she had the ability to control a golem. Maybe the emperor knew about it.

      The emperor turned away from the fire and reached the table, looking at the two inert dragon pearls. He lifted them, holding them in his hand, and once again, Fes felt the strange heat coming off him—evidence of his fire magic being used.

      “These are inert,” the emperor said, setting them back down.

      The fire mage made her way over to the table and picked up the dragon pearls. When she held them, she closed her eyes, and there was a different sense. A buildup of power that reminded Fes of what the emperor did, but a little jerkier. Almost as if it were less controlled.

      “These aren’t the same.”

      Fes smiled to himself. Let her think that. It was obvious to Fes that they were the same and that they had been used, the energy within them fully expended. The colors were there, enough that he could tell that they were the same.

      “Then he has them elsewhere,” the emperor said. He turned his attention back to Fes. “What does he have you collecting?”

      “Things like that. It’s what I’ve said.”

      “And that is all?”

      Fes shrugged. “I don’t think Azithan trusted me to collect anything else. He has others he prefers to use.”

      “What others?”

      Before he could answer that he didn’t know, Captain Jaken said, “There is one by the name of Carter. He was with her earlier.” He nodded toward Fes. “She’s dangerous, and—”

      “I am aware of this scavenger,” the emperor said.

      Fes frowned. Why would the emperor be aware of Carter? What could that mean? And how had Jaken seen her with Fes?

      “I don’t know if he’s hired Carter,” Fes said carefully. “All I’m saying is that I’m not the only person that Azithan has hired.”

      The emperor stepped toward Captain Jaken and whispered something in his ear. The captain nodded and then hurried off. The emperor continued to make a steady circuit of the room, and when he was done, he paused in the center, looking around once more.

      Heat built from the emperor.

      Fes resisted the urge to reach for his dragonglass dagger, not wanting to reveal what he could do but also not comfortable with the emperor using magic around him when he didn’t know the intent. He would rather defend himself, and though he didn’t fully understand all that he could do, having the daggers at least gave him the opportunity to defend himself.

      He took it, deciding that it was worth the risk.

      When he clutched the hilt of the dagger, he let out a relieved breath.

      The emperor glanced over at him but said nothing.

      “What is this?”

      Fes jerked around to see Azithan striding into his room. The weariness that he’d seen on his face before was gone. Instead, a look of anger twisted his features. Power built from him, heat that rivaled what the emperor held onto. If the emperor detected the same, he made no sign of it.

      “This scavenger tells us that he has been under your employ.”

      Azithan glanced at Fes, and in the sharpness of his gaze, he seemed to warn Fes to silence. “I have small jobs that I have hired him for. He is not without his skill.”

      “You have hired him to claim items off my personal mage?” the emperor asked.

      “I would never dream of it. The tasks that I have hired him for have been in the service of scholarship.” He turned and pointed to the bookshelf. “Most of these are works that Fezarn has managed to acquire for me. Occasionally, I will hire him for other tasks, but most of those are minor.”

      Fes frowned. Minor? He thought of some of the minor tasks that he had been asked to complete, thinking back to how often they had placed him in danger. Then again, the most recent task he had done that had put him in danger had not been one of Azithan’s. He had taken that on behalf of Horus.

      “I doubt they have been minor, Azithan,” the other fire mage said. She eyed Azithan with a dark glare and turned her attention back to Fes. “Considering what I have seen from him, I suspect that you have given him quite important tasks. You knew what I was doing.”

      Fes considered her for a long moment. “I think you are mistaken, Elizabeth. If I knew what you were up to, perhaps I might have been inclined to avoid offending the emperor, but as I had no idea that you were working on his behalf, it has made little difference.”

      Azithan shrugged. “And besides, from what Fes said, you didn’t have anything worthwhile with you. Unless you have been concealing something from the emperor?” Azithan made his way to the desk, where he picked up the two inert dragon pearls. He palmed them, holding them in his hand for a moment, and then set them back down. He glanced over at Fes, and the look on his face seemed to question whether Fes knew that the pearls were now inert or not.

      Fes didn’t know what he should do. Should he admit to recognizing that, or should he be better off pretending that he had no idea? Ignorance was often the best option around those with real power. He had no real power. Nothing other than his daggers.

      “I keep nothing from him. Unlike you.”

      “Enough,” the emperor said, waving his hand. “I can see from the both of you that there is more taking place here than I realized.”

      He looked over at Fes. “I expect to speak with you again soon.”

      With that, the emperor strode from Azithan’s room and made his way down the hall. The guards who were watching gave one quick glance before following.

      Elizabeth stared at Fes for a long moment before turning her attention to Azithan. “I’m aware of what you did.”

      “Then perhaps you can enlighten me, as I’m not aware of what you’re implying.”

      She sneered at him. “Do not think that this ends things between us. I am fully aware of exactly what you have been up to.”

      “And what is that?”

      “You have this one acquiring items of power for you. The emperor will know. And when he does, you will find that you go out of favor.”

      “It seems that I already have gone out of favor,” Azithan said. He stared at Elizabeth, meeting her gaze unblinkingly.

      Elizabeth looked at him before turning and striding out of the room. When she was gone, Azithan slowly made his way to the door. When he closed it, he ran his hand along the entire doorframe, and Fes was aware of power surging through the door before fading.

      “Would you care to tell me what this was about?” Azithan asked.

      “I thought you might be able to answer that for me,” Fes said. “They came and found me out in the city.”

      “Who found you?”

      “The Dragon Guard.”

      Azithan took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “This is not what I expected. Then again, I had not realized that Elizabeth would have gained such favor. Perhaps it was my mistake sending you after her.”

      “You didn’t know?”

      Azithan leveled his gaze on Fes. “I don’t know all things, Fezarn. My knowledge of her consists of knowing that she has some skill, but she is not nearly as talented as she would like to believe. It makes her dangerous. And, it seems, her ambition makes her even more dangerous.”

      “Her lack of ability makes her dangerous?”

      “Lack of insight as to that shortage of ability.” He turned to Fes. “Think of how she attacked you.”

      “The golem?”

      “The golem. Such a creature should not have been brought into any city in the empire, and certainly not Vayan. The fact that she was willing to risk that tells me everything that I need to know about Elizabeth and her insight.”

      “Why?”

      “Because a golem can go rogue. They are difficult to control even for the most powerful mage.”

      Azithan said mage, not fire mage. “What kind of mages are we talking about?”

      “Do you believe that fire mages are the only power in this world?”

      Fes hadn’t given it much thought. “What other kind of mages are there?” Did he mean people like Indra and her totems?

      “There are many with power, Fezarn. Why else do you think the empire needed the power that we have?”

      “I didn’t realize that it was to counter something else.”

      “Only because the empire keeps that knowledge concealed. It’s safer that way. If others knew what existed out in the world, if they knew that there were others who posed a real threat, there would be chaos.”

      “I’m not certain that there would be chaos.”

      “Think of how stable the empire has been over the centuries. Think of what we have been able to accomplish because there has been stability with the fire mages. Imagine what would’ve happened were there not that stability?”

      Fes shrugged. “I don’t know that it affects me that much.”

      “Ah, so many people believe that the outside world would not affect them, but in that, they are mistaken. Understanding that we are but a small part of a much larger world is the path to wisdom.”

      “Is that why you have Carter planning to head out of the city?”

      Azithan stared at him for a moment. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean your assignment for Carter.”

      Fes watched Azithan. He wasn’t certain whether Azithan was the one who had assigned Carter or not but he thought that it was most likely. The look on the man’s face told Fes that perhaps that was wrong. Maybe Carter was working on behalf of some other employer.

      “Again? And what does she plan?”

      “You didn’t hire her?” Fes asked.

      “Fezarn, I am not playing coy. I would have you tell me what you know.”

      Heat began to build and Fes instinctively grabbed for his daggers and used them to cut through the spell that Azithan was attempting. It parted the magic, slowing it so that whatever Azithan intended for that spell faded quickly.

      “I told you what I know and that Carter has taken on some other job.”

      “What other job is it?”

      Fes debated whether he should share with Azithan before deciding that he needed to. If he had any desire to have Azithan share with him, he needed to reveal what he knew.

      “She intended for me to help her reach Toulen.”

      Azithan tensed. “Are you certain that was the request?”

      “I’m quite certain. She has a hostage. A girl I met during the last mission out of Anuhr.”

      “The one that you took on behalf of Horus, I recall.”

      “I might’ve taken it on behalf of Horus, but I seem to remember that I brought you the windfall.”

      Azithan’s gaze drifted to the far side of the room. Was that where he was keeping the dragon heart relic?

      “Yes. You did bring me the windfall. Now, why is this girl important?”

      “She’s a girl I met. Her father was a merchant trading in Anuhr. Someone killed her father, though I’m not certain who.” It didn’t fit with the rebellion, but Indra claimed that was what had happened. “And now she’s trying to coerce me into helping bring this girl back home.” Fes shrugged as he watched Azithan. The fire mage’s face was unreadable, though that was not unique. “I imagine that you had something to do with this?”

      “That is not an assignment of mine.”

      “She’s always worked for someone. Then you have nothing to do with the fact that Carter took the money that I earned from my last job?”

      Azithan stared at Fes. “That was coin that you earned, Fezarn. You know that I have never reclaimed money that you have earned.”

      Azithan hadn’t. Which was why the idea that he might be involved now seemed unusual to Fes. “Who else could she be working for?” He hesitated, debating how much to share before telling Azithan, “I thought that maybe it was the emperor, but when the Dragon Guard mentioned Carter’s name to him, he recognized it.”

      “The emperor would not hire someone like Carter. He would believe Carter beneath him.”

      “I gathered that. He called us scavengers.”

      “And you take that as an insult?”

      “It is an insult. I’m not a scavenger.”

      The jobs he took were not to find dragon replicas and pass them off as if they were something else, the way scavengers did. Most of the jobs he had taken on behalf of Azithan had been for true relics, not replicas, though he wasn’t above forging something.

      “Such vehemence in your response,” Azithan said.

      “You know what that title implies.”

      “I understand what that title implies, which is why I have never used it on you, Fezarn. You are a collector. You often will collect items that are of different value.” He turned to a shelf. “I wasn’t lying to the emperor when I said that I have interest in items that are unique.” He reached for a book, and from the binding, Fes recognized that it was one that he had gathered for Azithan. He remembered the process that had been involved in claiming that book. It had been difficult, though many of the items that Azithan had asked him to collect over the years had been difficult to obtain.

      “Do you recall the first job that you took on my behalf?”

      “I remember that you thought to use me.”

      “Use you?” Azithan turned toward him and shook his head. “Fezarn, you have always been mistaken in that. We have had a working relationship. Not built on me using you, but on a mutual benefit. Tell me, have you ever felt as if I have abused that relationship?”

      Fes shook his head. Azithan had been fair with him, and he always paid promptly, which was part of the reason that Fes was so inclined to take jobs from him. He never worried about getting paid, and he never worried about whether Azithan would follow through on his promises. For that matter, he never had to worry about anything with Azithan. He often would bring in other items, and Azithan would pay for those as well.

      “No. You have never abused me. You haven’t always been honest with me, either.”

      “There are things that you cannot know, Fezarn.”

      “Such as what?”

      Azithan turned to him, frowning. “I can only protect you so much. There are limits to what I can do.”

      “So it seems. What would have happened to me had you not returned?”

      “I suspect Elizabeth would have used the fact that you attacked her in Vayan as a reason to eliminate you. Seeing as how she thought that I was missing, and she made an attempt on someone she thought would impact my abilities to be safe in the city, you would likely be considered expendable.”

      “What if she wouldn’t have been able to get to me?”

      “You are capable, Fezarn, but you are not so capable that you would be able to withstand an attack from a fire mage like Elizabeth.”

      “What is Carter up to?” Fes asked.

      “Unfortunately, I’m not completely aware of what she might be after,” Azithan said.

      “Whatever it is, she intends to pull me out of the city. Are you aware of that?”

      “It might be safest for you to go,” Azithan said.

      “Safest?”

      Azithan’s gaze drifted to the door. “If you have gained Elizabeth’s notice, then it might be best if you leave the city. As I said, I doubt that I can protect you as much as you might need.”

      Fes gripped his dagger. “I’m not completely without abilities of my own.”

      Azithan shook his head. “I’m well aware of that, Fezarn. All I am saying is that if she has decided to focus her attention on you, and if she has somehow manipulated the emperor to pay attention to you, then there may be ways that you will be in danger that even I cannot anticipate.”

      “I thought you said she wasn’t capable.”

      “No. What I said is that she lacks experience. She is cunning, and because of that, it makes her dangerous.”

      “The golem makes her dangerous,” Fes said. “It’s everything else…”

      He didn’t think Azithan needed to know that he didn’t fear her fire magic. It wasn’t that he wasn’t concerned about the fact that she could overpower him—he was—but at least with her fire magic, he stood a chance. He had never felt quite as helpless as he had against the golem.

      “I will see what I can do about that creature,” Azithan said.

      “How do you stop a golem?”

      “The dragons were creatures born of fire. Because of that, they carried with them a particular magic that we only know through the use of dragon relics. The golems are similar, only they are made of stone and draw strength from it. A strong enough blow can shatter stone, Fezarn.”

      “I wasn’t able to shatter anything when I faced the golem.”

      “I imagine that you do not have the necessary strength to stop a golem.”

      “And what can?”

      “Only something stronger.”

      Azithan turned his attention back to the hearth, staring at the flames. Heat began to build from him, but it wasn’t focused at Fes, not the way it was earlier. This heat seemed to be turned inward, as if he were keeping it angled toward the hearth itself.

      Fes cast another look around the room. Azithan would say nothing else, which meant that it was time to go.

      “What would Carter be after?” Fes asked.

      “This time, Fezarn, I am not in the know. I would warn you that whatever it is that draws her away from the city has the potential to be dangerous.”

      Fes hesitated before leaving. He pulled the length of dragon bone he’d taken from Elizabeth from his pocket and set it on a table near the door. Azithan watched him, saying nothing.

      “Goodbye, Azithan,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      When morning came, Fes hadn’t slept at all. He was tired, his mind was racing, and he dreaded the idea of getting back on the road, having hated the last time he’d ventured from the city. He didn’t care for the journey, he didn’t care for sitting on a horse as it galloped across the land, and he didn’t care for nights spent under the stars or searching for sporadic villages in which they could stop and stay in. He preferred the comfort of his own bed and he hated that he was being sent off again.

      Dreams had plagued him. They were familiar dreams, though ones he hadn’t had for many years. In them, he saw his brother’s face, and the look in his eyes when Fes had tried to stop the man—no more than a common thief—from driving a knife into his brother’s side.

      The rage had come that day. Hot and blinding, he’d cut the man down, ripping out his throat. Then Horus had found him.

      He’d failed Benjan. When they’d lost their parents, he had promised his brother that he would protect him, but he’d failed. And since then, he’d been careful not to make other promises he couldn’t keep.

      But he’d promised Indra.

      And now she had lost family. Now she needed help.

      How could he not?

      For Indra, he was willing to do whatever it took.

      Fes meandered through the city and eventually reached Carter’s home. Before he even had a chance to knock, the door opened, and one of the mercenaries working with her poked his head out the door.

      “Carter asked that you meet her near the Great Market.”

      Fes frowned. The Great Market? Why would Carter have him meet her there? Could she have known that was where he had met Indra and her father originally?

      He started off and made his way through the city. At this time of the morning, there wasn’t much activity taking place. All of the chaos from the late afternoon and evening before had died down. Some people were out—occasional merchants pushing wagons through the streets, carriers carrying packs, and farmers who brought in their vegetables and fruits from the surrounding communities, bringing them to the central market.

      Unencumbered, Fes was able to reach the Great Market quickly. When he arrived, he found more activity than in the rest of the city, but then, the Great Market always had activity. It never shuttered, going all night long with trade and vendors trying to maximize their profits during the short time they stayed. Some vendors managed to move everything they brought within a few short days and disappeared, while others—people like Theole—would remain for weeks, the items they had for trade and sale much less marketable.

      Where would he find Carter?

      He needn’t have worried.

      She waited for him at the edge of the Great Market. She watched him approach with a slight smile on her face. Indra stood off to the side, not attempting to run. Then again, if she were to attempt to run, where would she go? There wasn’t any way she would be able to get home safely. Not without someone able to escort her. That was the reason that she needed Fes.

      “Why here?” Fes asked.

      “Fezarn. I thought you might greet me more warmly than this.”

      “Why here?”

      “We are waiting for the remainder of our travel companions.”

      “I thought you said it was only the three of us.”

      Carter frowned. “Is that what I said? I don’t recall claiming that it would just be the three of us. I only told you that you would need to accompany us.”

      “And you still haven’t said why you wanted me to come along. After what happened the last time…”

      Carter glared at him. “It’s about more than me coming along.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You aren’t meant to. You are here to help escort your young friend—and myself—across the border. From there, then you might be able to understand what it is that we are doing.”

      “My priority is to Indra.”

      “I don’t care who your priority is to, only that you do the job that you have agreed to.” She met his gaze. “And before we go, I intend to have a promise from you.”

      Fes tensed. She said it so casually, so nonchalantly, but there was no mistaking the intent. She knew what she was asking.

      Fes didn’t take a promise lightly. He never had. So that when he did make one, he made certain that he followed through.

      “What kind of promise?”

      “The promise that you will ensure I reach Toulen safely.”

      “I can’t help it if you make some foolish mistake that gets you killed.”

      “That wasn’t a promise.”

      “As I said, I will ensure that Indra makes it safely, and I will do my best to ensure your safety, but if you do something stupid, your death will be on you.”

      “And then you will not see your money. You are here for both of us.”

      Fes stepped up to Carter. She was shorter than him by nearly a head, and he had to look down at her, but somehow she managed to make the height negligible. “If you attempt to betray me, if you attempt to take what you have promised, I assure you that I will do everything in my not inconsiderable power to see that you are destroyed.”

      Carter looked up at him, smiling. There was a dangerous beauty to the smile, and Fes wanted only to look away, but he forced himself to maintain a connection. It wouldn’t do to look away from Carter, not when she was threatening him like this.

      “See? What did I tell you? He is the right one to accompany us.”

      Fes turned, thinking that Carter might be talking to Indra, and froze.

      Elizabeth, the fire mage, stood behind him.

      “What is this?” Fes asked.

      “This is our traveling companion,” Carter said.

      “No.”

      “I’m afraid that you don’t get to choose who accompanies us,” Carter said.

      “No,” Fes said again.

      Carter looked over at Indra. “It would be a shame if you decided not to come. Who would ensure the safety of your young friend if you weren’t here? All I want is to make certain we reach Toulen, but if you aren’t here, I don’t know that I will be nearly as successful at it.”

      Fes swallowed. His mouth was suddenly dry.

      Had Azithan known?

      He doubted that he did, which made Fes even more uncomfortable. This fire mage was trouble—that much he knew—but why?

      Somehow, Fes had managed to get caught up more deeply in the emperor’s plotting. As much as he had managed to avoid it over the years, even though he had served Azithan, now he would get twisted up in it.

      “I’m well aware of his unique skill set,” Elizabeth said.

      Carter turned to Fes and smiled widely. “Yes. I have heard that you have some experience with him. I find that interesting. Fes, did Azithan send you to attack Elizabeth?”

      “Why is she coming?” Fes asked.

      “She,” the fire mage said, “is coming because she is the one who hired Carter. Apparently, Carter believed another would be necessary to help ensure the success of this job.” Irritation practically dripped from her voice.

      Fes glanced from Carter to the fire mage. There was more taking place here than he realized. There was a tight frown on her face, a hint of wrinkles around the corners of her eyes, and there was no missing the way her hand stayed close to the sword sheathed at her side.

      Somehow, Carter was involved over her head, and she had brought in Fes, thinking to protect herself. That idea intrigued him.

      Maybe it was more about Fes keeping Carter safe than Indra.

      “Are we expecting anyone else?” Fes asked.

      “This is it. Elizabeth would not allow anyone else to accompany us,” Carter said.

      “Just the four of us?” Fes asked.

      “It would have been three, but Carter demanded a fourth,” Elizabeth said.

      At last Fes thought he understood why it was that Carter had such wealth. It wasn’t that Azithan paid poorly—far from it—but the amount of gold that would’ve been required for her to finance that place in the city would have been beyond what Azithan normally was willing to pay. Seeing how close Elizabeth had been to the emperor… that was even more than Azithan.

      “Lucky me,” Fes said.

      The fire mage looked at him. “Yes. Lucky you.”

      Fes ignored the fire mage. It seemed the safest bet. He turned his attention to Carter. “Do you intend for us to walk?”

      “Not walk, but I thought that we could travel with others for the first part of the journey.”

      Fes clenched his jaw and looked around at the wagons. He had no intention of traveling with merchants. Not again, not after what Carter had done the last time.

      “No,” Fes said.

      “When did you begin to think that you had a choice in this?” Carter asked him.

      “I have enough choice to know that I can choose whether or not I even go with you.”

      Carter’s gaze drifted down to Indra. She’d remained silent through all of this, the kind of worried expression in her eyes that reminded him all too much of his brother. “Is that right? I thought you made a promise to her father.”

      Fes clenched his jaw again. She knew.

      That was the reason she had come for him. She knew that he would comply, if not for the money then because of what he had committed to Theole.

      “We are not ambushing another merchant caravan,” Fes said. “We don’t need to.”

      “Who said anything about needing to do anything?” Carter asked. “Sometimes, we do things because they are fun.”

      Fes took a deep breath. Her definition of fun meant tormenting him. He was certain of that. They stepped outside the Great Market. A small merchant caravan had already formed up. Carter went to the head of the caravan and spoke to the man leading them. She tilted her hips in a particular way and thrust her chest out, drawing his gaze.

      Fes didn’t have the same ability to attract attention that Carter did, but if he did, he wasn’t sure that he would use it.

      “I can see that you don’t care for her,” Elizabeth said.

      “I would be comfortable seeing her dead,” Fes admitted.

      “Then why has she requested your presence on this journey?”

      Fes turned to her. The fire mage was dressed in a long cloak that covered her thin frame. The hood settled around her shoulders, pooling with her hair, and she stared at Fes, her gaze burning into him. He waited for power to build, but it never came.

      “I imagine she requested my presence because she’s afraid of what you might do.” He looked around, trying to peer back into the Great Market, but from the outskirts of it, there was no way to see beyond the first row of tents. “Where is your friend?”

      The fire mage studied him for a moment. “Do you fear his presence?”

      Fes’s heart skipped a beat. He didn’t want her to know that he was afraid of the golem, but having the fire mage traveling with him might protect him in some ways, at least.

      “I just expected to see him again.”

      “He can be summoned when necessary,” she said. She leaned close enough that he could practically smell the heat coming off of her. “Where is the item?”

      Fes was thankful he’d left the length of bone behind. Why was that one more precious to her than others? “You’ll have to ask Azithan.”

      Elizabeth practically growled and watched Fes for a moment before striding past him and joining Carter to talk to the head of the merchant wagon.

      Fes turned to Indra. “Did she hurt you?”

      Indra flicked her gaze at the others but said nothing. “I’m sorry you were pulled into this.”

      “I’m sorry that you were. You should have been home long ago.”

      Indra took a breath, and it caught for a moment. “All I want is to return home. She won’t let me. Not without coming with me.”

      “I don’t know that you could return home on your own,” Fes said.

      “I don’t need someone to accompany me. I know how to reach Toulen.”

      “The way would be dangerous,” Fes said.

      “Are you with her now?”

      He sighed, keeping Carter in sight. He didn’t want her to return before he had a chance to speak to Indra. “I’m with her as long as I need to be in order to keep you safe. I’m not certain it’s Carter that we need to worry about.”

      “You fear the fire mage? I thought you had some way of—”

      Fes raised his hand slightly, trying to silence her before she said it. “I have some capability,” he began, “but I have encountered that one before. She is dangerous.”

      Indra stared at Elizabeth. “She doesn’t feel dangerous.”

      “You can feel how dangerous a fire mage is?”

      “There is energy around the fire mages. I can feel it. It’s the same way that I feel the energy around you,” she said.

      Fes looked down at her. “And what kind of energy is that?”

      “The kind that told my father that he could trust you.”

      He wondered how much Theole knew about him. It seemed that more and more people knew things about him that he didn’t know about himself. Not only had Theole known something, but the priest and others also had as well. When would there be a time when Fes would begin to know himself the same way that others did?

      “Just be careful around the fire mage,” Fes said. “When I confronted her the last time, she had a powerful ally.”

      Indra looked up at him, meeting his gaze. “I have a powerful ally too.”

      Carter and Elizabeth rejoined them before Indra had a chance to elaborate. Carter had a dark glare to her. “It looks like you will be getting your way,” she said.

      “Why is that?”

      “The merchants won’t allow anyone to travel with them. Apparently, there have been rumors that it’s not safe to travel with outsiders.”

      “I wonder why that would be,” Fes said.

      Carter shot him a hard glare. “We will need to procure horses.”

      “That won’t be difficult,” the fire mage said. She reached into her pocket and plucked something out. She brought it to her mouth and blew on it. As she did, a strange heat radiated from her.

      “What was that?”

      “A message,” she said.

      Fes watched as Elizabeth took whatever item it was and stuffed it back into her pocket. They waited but didn’t have to wait long. Soon there came the sound of horses thundering toward them, making their way along the row of tents. Fes looked up and realized that the golem was guiding horses toward them.

      Indra’s eyes widened. “Fes?”

      “I know. I will do what I can to protect you.”

      “I don’t know that you can protect me from one of them.”

      When it had been only Carter, he thought that he might be able to keep her safe. When Elizabeth had joined, Fes knew the fire mage had ability, but he wasn’t without talent when it came to opposing fire magic. Adding the golem brought another layer to it.

      “I will do what I can.”

      Indra looked up at him and nodded.

      When the golem appeared, Fes eyed the creature. Outwardly, he looked like a man, but he had blunted features and there was something not quite right about him. Up close, Fes noted a musty odor as well.

      “I thought you only wanted the four of us,” Carter said.

      Could she recognize the danger in having the golem with them?

      It was unlikely that she did. Maybe she realized something was off, but Fes doubted that she was fully aware of the fact that the golem presented danger to them all.

      “You have brought another companion to help you, so it is only appropriate that I will bring another for myself.”

      Carter stared at Elizabeth before nodding.

      “It appears that we have our rides,” she said.

      They climbed into their saddles and started away from the city. Fes rode alongside Indra, and Carter stayed near him. Elizabeth and the golem rode behind.

      It surprised Fes that the golem would be able to ride on the horse given as heavy as he seemed to be, crushing the stones beneath his feet, but then again, the golem also had surprisingly seemed to have the ability to vary his weight.

      “How did you get caught up with her?” Fes asked Carter.

      “Does it matter?”

      “It does. Especially considering what she’s brought with her.”

      “I didn’t think that you would be scared of another man. I thought the great Fezarn was fearless.”

      “Fearless might be a bit of a stretch. You don’t even know what that is, do you?”

      Carter twisted in her saddle and looked back at Elizabeth and the golem. “All I see is a man who looks as if he could take you in hand-to-hand combat. Then again, that isn’t all that surprising, is it, Fezarn?”

      “I think you might be surprised.”

      And it troubled Fes. Whatever the fire mage was after involved Indra, which meant that there was something dangerous taking place here, even more so considering what he knew of her magic.

      They rode at a rapid pace, heading north. Fes wondered which route they should take—whether they should head all the way around the dragon plains or whether they should veer west. The dragon plains had been the direction that Theole had intended to take, but that direction also might lead to the rebellion.

      “Which way do you want us to go?” Fes asked Carter. As she was the one in charge of this mission, he suspected she had something in mind.

      “I want us to go the way that will get us there the fastest,” she said.

      In that, she and Fes agreed. He didn’t want to spend any more time than necessary with the fire mage or the golem. And he didn’t want Indra to be around either of them any longer than was necessary. Somehow, he had to find a way to sneak off with her. Were it only Carter, it would have been an easier task. He might lose out on the money that he was promised, but he could at least get Indra to safety. With Elizabeth and the golem, he had even less likelihood of being successful.

      Which meant they would have to make their way to Toulen.

      Even if any of the rebellion appeared, he wouldn’t risk exposing them to the golem. It would be bad enough if they were forced to face the fire mage, though Fes thought that he might be able to counteract her magic enough to slow her.

      They camped for the night and Fes remained silent, doing all he could to position himself in such a way that he could sneak off with Indra if he had the opportunity. Unfortunately, one never presented itself. The times that he thought he might have a chance, Carter either stirred or was already awake. He wasn’t certain whether Elizabeth or the golem ever slept.

      For his part, Fes slept poorly. When he got up the next day, he tried to rub the sleep from his eyes and then he climbed back into the saddle, joining the others on their journey onward. At least, Indra seemed well rested, seemingly oblivious to the fact that Fes had not slept and thankfully unaware of the fact that she remained in danger. Then again, she might not be unaware.

      Several days passed like that.

      Each night, Fes was convinced that he would find a way of breaking free, getting Indra and racing off, but he didn’t like the odds of his ability to outrace them. And he still hadn’t seen the golem sleeping.

      “I think she planned for this,” he said to Indra one night.

      “Planned for what?” Indra asked.

      He nodded at Elizabeth. “I think she planned for the fact that we were going to need to ride on our own.” It was the only reason that she would have brought the golem, but why use that as the excuse? Why not simply tell Carter that she intended to bring the golem?

      “He makes me uncomfortable.” Indra sat carving a piece of stone, running her finger across the surface, smoothing it into shape. Whatever ability she had allowed her to do it.

      “He makes me uncomfortable, too.”

      She glanced up at him. “That’s not it. I can feel the energy around him. It’s… cold. There’s something not right about him.”

      “Do you recognize what he is?” Fes asked.

      “He is a person of power.” She returned to her work, pressing her thumb onto the stone and somehow changing it.

      “I’m not even certain he’s a person,” Fes said. “I was told that he is what is called a golem.” He kept his voice low, not wanting to draw attention to the fact that he knew about the golem. He didn’t want Carter to overhear him, and he certainly didn’t want Elizabeth to be aware that he was talking about her creature. “I don’t know much about him other than that he has a connection to stone. I was advised that the only way to stop him would be to generate enough force to shatter stone.”

      Indra’s eyes widened, and she reached into her pocket. “A golem?”

      Fes looked over. “Have you heard of them?”

      “In Toulen, we have stories of creatures of stone. Creatures that are powerful enough that they can withstand the force of an entire army.”

      “That sounds like stories I grew up with. Things like dragons and the empire.”

      “What stories were those?” Carter said, throwing herself down next to Fes. She glanced at him, looking from Fes to Indra, an annoying smile on her face. “What dragon stories were you told?”

      “In my stories, the dragons were powerful creatures that withstood the onslaught of the army,” Fes said. He thought back to the tales that his mother and father used to tell. They were different than the stories he heard when he had gone to the capital. In those, and in his stories, the dragons came across as powerful, but not violent and dangerous. Not the way that the empire depicted them. Given what he had seen of the dragon relics, the power that he had realized was available through using them; he understood that there must’ve been great power with the dragons.

      “Those were the kind of stories you heard?” Carter asked. “Mine were about conquest. I would hear stories of how the dragons were finally destroyed. Brought down through the heroics of warriors who risked everything to overthrow them. I imagine you see the dragons as some sort of compassionate creature.”

      “I don’t see them as anything other than dragons,” Fes said. He looked over at Indra and noticed that she’d pocketed the totem she worked on.

      “No? You’re not sympathetic to the dragons?”

      “Why would I be sympathetic to the dragons?” Fes asked.

      “I don’t know. Why would you be sympathetic to the dragons?” she asked. “I’ve heard rumors that you are more than sympathetic to the rebellion.”

      Fes glared at her. Were those the type of rumors that she intended to start now? Fes wasn’t certain that he could survive rumors that placed him at odds with the empire. Not after the way that Azithan had placed him at odds with Elizabeth. He didn’t want to get into a confrontation with them. All he wanted was the chance to make money and be left alone. That was all he ever wanted.

      “My job with the rebellion was only that. It was a job. I imagine you have taken plenty of jobs that you wish you hadn’t.” He glared at her, forcing her to meet his gaze. Would she admit her role in what had happened? Doubtful. He didn’t see Carter as remorseful in anything, so he doubted that she would acknowledge the role she had played in destroying an entire merchant family.

      “I am a scavenger,” Carter said. “Perhaps a highly paid one now, but still a scavenger.” She flashed a dark smile. “At least I embrace what I am, unlike others. Some like to see themselves as something other than the scavenger that they are.”

      “I know what I am.”

      Carter watched him for a moment. “Do you? Because it seems to me that you aren’t entirely certain what you are.”

      Fes turned away, not willing to be baited into an argument with Carter. She was far too effective at doing that to him.

      The rest of the night passed quietly. When they got going in the morning, clouds marred the sky and thunder rumbled distantly. The air carried with it the scent of rain. It was the kind of day where he knew he would be miserable and he knew that he would be forced to suffer through the journey.

      As the day dragged on, they would pause, and it seemed as if the storm clouds were no closer.

      At one point, Elizabeth pulled something out of her pocket and cupped it in her hands. Heat radiated from her, a sign she used her magic, but Fes couldn’t tell what it was that she did. After a while, the golem rode off, disappearing for hours before rejoining them as they camped for the night. Elizabeth whispered something to the golem, soft enough that Fes couldn’t hear it clearly.

      “Where do you think he went?” Carter asked.

      “I don’t know,” Fes said. It bothered him in a way that surprised him. Knowing what the golem was, and how powerful it was, he worried why Elizabeth would send it off. What was the golem up to?

      Thunder kept him awake most of the night. The rain came after midnight, with the moon well up in the sky, casting a filtered light through the clouds. It was a gentle rain, but it made sleep difficult. He stayed near the fire for warmth, remaining near Indra, jostled awake by both the ongoing thunder and the cold. Indra managed to sleep through it, and Fes was thankful for that. She had been through enough. Let her sleep.

      In the morning, the rain persisted. Elizabeth hunched near the fire and steam rose, sizzling. Whatever spell she was working had caused the fire to leap higher and then burn out in a flash.

      “Here,” Indra said, coming over to him and offering something.

      Fes frowned and took a small figurine from her. “What is it?”

      “I made it for you. I thought… I thought it might help.”

      He glanced at it, smiling when he realized that it had been designed to resemble him. The face might be harder than his, but it had the same leather jacket and pants, and even his daggers. “I still have the others,” he said, patting his pocket.

      “This will protect you better. It’s meant for—”

      Indra cut off as Elizabeth stood up and looked back toward the south. She pulled something from her pocket again and breathed on it.

      The golem froze in place, and when he regained movement, he went lumbering off into the distance, alone and unmounted.

      “What is that about?” Carter asked.

      “It is about nothing,” Elizabeth replied.

      “Why did he go running off?”

      “That is none of your concern.”

      “With this job, all of it is of my concern. If you want my cooperation—”

      The fire mage pressed her hands together and heat built between them. She squeezed them together until a ball of blue flame burst into being. She angled it toward Carter. “You are taking this job because I have hired you. And now that you have involved this one,” she said, motioning to Fes, “you might be expendable.”

      Carter’s eyes widened. “If you attack, you will see that my—”

      Elizabeth smiled widely. “I will see what? The men that you have following us? They will do nothing.”

      Fes frowned. Was that why the golem was disappearing? Was he going off and attacking Carter’s troops? He had a hard time feeling bad about that, but at the same time, having Carter’s enforcements kept them safe. He didn’t like the idea of the fire mage slaughtering them and leaving them with only herself and the golem to deal with.

      Elizabeth took another step toward Carter and the fireball began to rotate. It twisted between her hands and steam flowed off of it.

      Fes unsheathed one of his daggers and slashed through the fireball.

      Elizabeth turned toward him with a start. “What are you—”

      Fes shook his head. “That’s not how jobs work. You don’t attack the person you hire. If you think to do that, then you will find that you have me to contend with.”

      Elizabeth glared at him. “You should not have come, Deshazl.”

      Fes tensed.

      “Yes. I know what you are. You made a mistake revealing yourself in Vayan. I know it even if you do not.”

      Fes leaned forward. “If you know what I am, then you know what I am capable of doing. Know that I do not fear you.”

      “But you should.”

      “The same way I feared Reina?”

      The fire mage’s eyes widened.

      “Ask Carter how that turned out for her. Why else do you think she wanted me to come on this journey?

      He waited, but Elizabeth took a step back, lowering her hands. Too late, he realized that it had been a mistake to challenge her, but he didn’t think that he had much of a choice. Besides, challenging her might have a benefit. It might somehow convince Carter to side with him.

      As they waited for the golem to return, Carter looked over at him. “You killed Reina?”

      “She needed to die.”

      “I can’t believe that she let you kill her. I thought she was more skilled than that.”

      Fes shrugged. “I guess not.”

      “Reina was incredibly gifted,” Elizabeth said. “If this one managed to kill her, then it is time that he is removed from this party.”

      She spun toward him.

      When she did, she held her palms out. Two spheres rested on them. The colors swirling through them told Fes that they were dragon pearls. How many did she have?

      Heat built from the spheres and she pressed it toward Fes.

      In a quick movement, he unsheathed his daggers and sliced at the air. The spell she’d created was powerful and difficult for him to counter—difficult enough that he didn’t know whether he would succeed.

      “Deshazl. Do you know what the stories say of the Deshazl? Do you know what sort of prowess they are rumored to possess?”

      “If you want to see my prowess, you have only to ask,” Fes said. He dragged the daggers across the spell. They parted the magic, energy practically sizzling along the blades. He tried not to think about why that was.

      The fire mage brought her hands together and the pearls began to hover.

      Heat burned off them, power radiating from them.

      It was nothing like he had experienced with Reina. This was a spell that was targeted at him, and she seemed determined to destroy him. Fes was forced to slash at the air, pushing back the spell she used. It seemed almost as if it attempted to constrict him, squeezing him.

      His hands were forced to his sides, and he couldn’t move the daggers. Elizabeth stalked toward him and plucked one of the dragon pearls from her palm and set it on the ground next to him. She took the other and set it on his other side. Power pressed inward on him.

      “Reina made a mistake. She was not prepared for one of the Deshazl, but when you revealed yourself, I made a point of understanding just what is needed. Azithan is nothing if not predictable.” She leaned toward him. She stayed away from his face, but put her mouth close to his ear and whispered, “I will take this girl to Toulen and will learn the secrets of their magic. And then the empire will destroy them too.”

      She stepped back. “It is time for us to go.”

      Carter looked at Fes, studying him for a long moment. “We’re leaving him?”

      “To die.”

      “You can’t,” Indra said. “You can’t do that to Fes. You can’t—”

      Elizabeth twisted her hand and a streak of flame shot toward Indra, connecting with her cheek. She was thrown back and her eyes fluttered closed.

      Fes wanted to go to her, but he couldn’t. He wanted to help, but he was restrained, held in place and unable to move. And the sense of heat continued to build on him. If he couldn’t get his arms up, couldn’t get the daggers to cut through the spell, he could feel how the magic would burn through him.

      Carter grabbed Indra and threw her over the saddle of one of the horses.

      “You made a mistake bringing him with us,” the fire mage said. “Pray that is the last mistake you make.”

      With that, they started off, continuing north.

      As they rode away, Fes could feel the heat building, squeezing upon him. How long did he have? How long would it be before he burned up and died here in a place where he should not have ever been? And how long would it be before something happened to Indra? He had failed her, and he had failed the promise that he had made to her father.
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      Somehow, Fes managed to withstand the heat from the dragon pearls throughout the afternoon, including when something rumbled past him. It wasn’t until it was well past him that he realized that it was the golem. The creature was running, lumbering across the ground, and paid him little mind.

      It wouldn’t be long before the golem rejoined the others. He didn’t worry so much about Carter, but he did worry about what would happen to Indra. She had recognized the danger of the golem. Why would she know of such dangers? That bothered him as she deserved better. She deserved a chance to sit with her family, carving her totems, and she deserved to not have to worry about attackers. So much horror had come to Indra since coming to the empire.

      The same as had happened to his brother. Fes hadn’t been able to save him, but he could save Indra.

      She deserved better.

      His body screamed with pain from the heat. If only he could get his hand free and bring up the dragonglass dagger, he might be able to counteract the spell, but his arm didn’t move. Whatever it was that Elizabeth had done to him kept his arm trapped to his body, confined so that he could not get free.

      Thoughts raced through his mind. They were dark thoughts and the kind that came in the moments before death. Fes had little doubt that he wouldn’t survive this. How could he?

      In all the times that he had thought he might die, never would he have believed that he would succumb to magic like this. Never would he have believed that a fire mage would be the reason that he died. Falling while attempting to complete a collection? That was far more likely. Even getting caught while taking a job, and perhaps killed via a crossbow bolt or an arrow, or even a knife to the belly. Those were much more likely. But for him to die because of fire magic?

      That was almost an insult.

      With each passing moment, he felt the pressure of the spell pushing in against him. He fought, but there really was nothing he could do. Every attempt he made to push back against it failed.

      Thunder rumbled. Would he be caught in the rain along with this? Would he die sopping wet?

      No one would even know that he was gone. No one would care.

      Fes breathed out heavily. It was of his own doing. He had lived a life that had kept him separated from others. One that had left him isolated, and it was a life he had enjoyed, a way he had avoided getting hurt again.

      The thundering rumbled closer. It was a continuous peal of thunder.

      Was it rain that he felt? The heat pushing on him seemed to abate, but Fes could no longer move his head and he couldn’t even see the dragon pearls to know whether they were spent. That was his only hope. If he could withstand the power of the dragon pearls for even another hour or two, maybe the power within them would be expended, and then… Then he would go after Indra.

      He would have to find some way to counteract the golem.

      The heat began to ease. It was no longer his imagination. Fes knew that it was easing off. As it did, he managed to turn his head.

      Someone was crouching near him.

      The barrier eased, and Fes stumbled forward. He rolled, jerking his dragon blades around, and slashed, preparing to carve through a spell.

      “You don’t have to fear,” a voice said.

      “Who are you?”

      “Simply someone who recognizes danger.”

      Fes took a deep breath. He was exhausted. Days of poor sleep and then an afternoon spent fighting off the effects of the fire magic had left him wiped out, and he didn’t know that he would be able to stand for much longer. “Who are you?” he asked again.

      “Who did this to you?”

      “Fire mage,” Fes said.

      “Which one?”

      “Her name is Elizabeth.”

      The figure stepped forward. Fes didn’t recognize the older man, but he recognized the dress. He was bald and wore a robe with red stripes along the sleeves.

      A dragon priest.

      How was it that a dragon priest would find him?

      Did Horus have anything to do with it? He wouldn’t put it past the man as Fes had been the one to request someone to help. But why would he have sent a dragon priest rather than sending the rebellion?

      “Elizabeth? Are you certain of that?”

      “Quite,” Fes said.

      The priest turned to the others with him. One was a younger woman with deep black hair and an olive complexion. The other was a boy who had to be barely more than ten or twelve. Likely the same age as Indra.

      “We should go,” the priest said.

      “Go where?” Fes asked.

      “If Elizabeth has left the city, then others are in danger.”

      “What others?”

      The man started off, and Fes realized that they were on foot. When he had heard the rumbling, he had assumed that maybe they had come by horse, but it appeared that they had not.

      Fes chased after him. “What others?”

      The man glanced over at him. “If you have gained the ire of Elizabeth, I cannot help you.”

      “You already did help me. You freed me from whatever it was that she was doing.”

      The priest glanced down at his hand, looking at the dragon pearls cupped there. “You should not have been able to survive. Perhaps her abilities have waned.”

      “They have not waned,” Fes said. “And she is more dangerous than you realize.”

      “I suspect that she is more dangerous than you realize,” the priest said. “I am quite well acquainted with Elizabeth and what she is capable of doing.”

      “She has a golem with her,” Fes said, calling after the man.

      The priest paused. He glanced at the others with him, shaking his head. “Even she should not be able to control such a creature.”

      “I don’t know anything about that, other than the fact that I know it’s a golem. I’ve seen it.”

      The priest and the dark haired woman shared a glance. “That could be why we found those men dead,” she said. Her voice was a hoarse whisper.

      “We don’t know that.”

      “They were mercenaries. Elizabeth sent the golem after them.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she hired someone who apparently disobeyed her directive,” Fes said.

      “That sounds like her,” the priest said.

      “How do you know her so well?”

      The priest glanced at Fes. “Because we helped train her.”

      The priest started off, and Fes ran after him to catch him. “How did you train her?”

      “She came to stay with us. She claimed a desire to see the dragons returned, but she had a different interest altogether.”

      “What interest is that?”

      The priest turned to Fes. “We would see the dragons restored. They are only gone because man believed them dangerous when they are nothing more than a part of the world. They are to be celebrated. She would see them subjugated.”

      “How?”

      “She thinks to control them. She thinks that it will bring her power.”

      “She’s a fire mage. Doesn’t she already have enough power?”

      “She is a fire mage, but there are limits to her power. She seeks to find a way to move beyond those limitations.”

      “Why?”

      The priest didn’t answer, but the raven-haired woman did. “She wants to overthrow the empire.”

      Fes froze in place. He wanted to laugh, but he knew that he couldn’t—and shouldn’t. They believed what they were saying. “She serves the emperor. She doesn’t want to overthrow anything.” And Fes could think of a different reason that she would want to resurrect the dragons. She might think that doing so would bring her favor with the emperor. She wouldn’t be the first person to curry favor with him.

      Maybe she wasn’t as foolish as Azithan had said. Maybe Elizabeth knew much more than he realized.

      “She serves only herself. If you have encountered her, you would realize the truth of that.”

      “I have encountered her, but I don’t think that she wants to overthrow the emperor. I’ve seen her with the emperor.”

      The priest stopped and looked over at Fes.

      Fes shouldn’t have shared that with him. All it did was raise attention to the fact that he had some contact with the emperor—and close enough contact that he had been granted an audience. What would they think of him? What would they do to him?

      “You have been with the emperor?”

      Fes considered the priest for a moment. They had information about Elizabeth, and perhaps knowledge that he could use to help him understand how to stop her. That was what he needed to do now that Elizabeth was gone and had Indra with her.

      “I was brought before the emperor because I had collected something from her.”

      “Collected?” the priest asked.

      Fes nodded. “I found her in Vayan. That’s where I first came across the golem, too. I took two dragon pearls from her.”

      The priest held his hands up, looking at the dragon pearls.

      “Not those. They were different dragon pearls.”

      “You are a scavenger, then.”

      “I prefer to refer to myself as a collector,” Fes said.

      “Who do you collect for?”

      “The emperor.”

      The priest stared at him for a long moment. “And you have seen her with him?”

      “I have seen her standing at his side.”

      The priest glanced at the woman. “That will be troubling, if so.”

      “Why?”

      The priest started off again, and Fes had to hurry to keep up. The man was quite a bit older than him, but he moved with a swifter pace and had a steady gait, making it not easy for Fes to keep up.

      “The empire is bad enough. They collect and hoard dragon bones, draining them of power, making it so that the return is nigh upon impossible. And yet, the empire is predictable. We have dealt with the empire long enough that we know exactly what they are after. Elizabeth is something else. She is unpredictable.” He glanced over at Fes. “And if she has found a golem to control, she has acquired even more strength than she last did.”

      “I don’t care about any of that,” Fes said.

      The priest stared at him for a moment. “You care nothing about what happens in your lands?”

      “All I care about is rescuing a friend, a promise that I made to a young girl.”

      “What girl?”

      “That was the reason I’m here. I was to escort a girl to Toulen.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “I’m quite certain. I know what I was supposed to do.”

      “That… is not good.”

      “Why?”

      The priest glanced at the raven-haired woman. “If she has discovered the secret in Toulen…”

      “We might be too late,” the woman said.

      “What secret is that?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” the priest said.

      “It matters to me. This girl deserves to return to her home.”

      “Why do you care so much about some girl from a foreign land?” the woman asked.

      Fes looked over at the young man. He assumed he was her son, but maybe he wasn’t. If they were priests, it could be that he was nothing more than an acolyte, someone training to understand the way that the priests served.

      “I care because she is a friend,” Fes said. “I care because I made a promise to her father to see her home safely.”

      “I am sorry that you have failed in your promise,” the priest said.

      “I haven’t failed. I will get to her. If it takes me going through Elizabeth and her golem, I will get to her, and I will make sure that she is safe.”

      “Return to the city and mourn the loss of your friend. There is nothing that you can do to save her. Not anymore.”

      “I’m afraid you don’t understand. I fully intend to go after her. Now if she’s someone I need to know more about, it would be helpful if you could share what you know. Otherwise, Elizabeth only gets stronger.”

      “If she has secured a golem, as you say, she already has more than what you can manage. She is more than any of us can manage.”

      When they continued to head away from him, Fes reached for the man, grabbing at his sleeve. “Please. I need to know anything that might help me stop her.” He had thought that he would be able to counter a fire mage, but the more that he learned about Elizabeth, the less he felt that he was able to actually do. She might be too much for him. When he had stopped Reina, he had been lucky. He should have recognized that, and recognized the fact that his luck would likely not happen again. Instead, he had mistakenly allowed himself to believe that he would somehow be able to overpower a fire mage. What arrogance was that? Why did he allow himself to think like that?

      “Return to the city. Don’t risk yourself in this way. There is nothing that you can do.”

      “I can’t return to the city.” He was several days out on horseback, and traveling by foot would take two to three times as long. “Don’t you want to know what it is that she’s after?” Fes asked.

      “We know what she’s after. And we will do all that we can to prepare to stop her.”

      “What happens if you can’t stop her?”

      The priest glanced over. “Then we all will suffer.”

      Fes swallowed. “I’m not willing to do nothing. Not the way that you apparently are.”

      “You know nothing about what we are willing to do.”

      The priest continued to walk away, and Fes followed. They wouldn’t prevent him from tagging along, and they were heading in the same direction as he intended to go. Once he figured out a way to get a horse, he would go after them more swiftly. Until then, he would stay on foot.

      “You aren’t welcome with us,” the priest said.

      “Do you intend to stop me?”

      The priest glanced at the raven-haired woman. She shook her head.

      That was surprising. Was she the one with power?

      He had thought that the priest had been the one who had moved the dragon pearls, but maybe that wasn’t it.

      They kept a steady pace, marching quickly, not mindful of the fact that an even younger boy was with them. Did they not care that he couldn’t keep the same pace?

      Every so often, they would pause and pass around a water skin, and Fes was surprised when they handed it to him, sharing it. He was even more surprised when they handed him a few sticks of jerky, allowing him something to eat to calm the grumbling in his stomach.

      “I thought you didn’t want me to come with you.”

      “We don’t. But we won’t make you starve just because you make a foolish choice,” the priest said.

      There was something about the priest that reminded Fes of Talmund. “What’s your name?”

      “I am Donathon.”

      “And you?” he asked the dark haired woman.

      “I am Jayell.”

      “What of the boy?”

      The priest glanced over at the young man. The boy had been silent, saying nothing the entire time. When they had stopped, he had taken drinks from the water skin and had eaten without prompting, but Fes realized he’d said nothing since he’d come across them. Was there something wrong with him?

      “The boy is with us to find the salvation in the dragons.”

      He started to laugh before realizing they weren’t joking. “What salvation is there in the dragons?”

      “You aren’t able to understand,” the priest said. “It takes faith to recognize the power that comes from the dragons and the way that it can be used to heal.”

      “Is he sick?”

      Jayell looked over at the boy, and there was compassion in her eyes. “He hears everything. He understands everything. He cannot share with us what he is thinking. We will bring him to the healing of the dragons, and hopefully, he will be able to return to us.”

      “What happened? How was he sick?”

      “He has been sick since he came to us.”

      “Came to you? He’s not yours?”

      “He is not mine. He came to us seeking healing.”

      “And you brought him here?”

      “We brought him out with us, intending to find healing that he cannot to get otherwise.”

      Fes stared at the boy. It wasn’t as if anything seemed wrong with him, but he did seem off. It was hard to explain why other than the fact that he was quiet in ways he wouldn’t expect from a boy his age. And then there was the blankness in his eyes. The emptiness Fes saw when the boy looked around.

      “Are you here intending to find him help?”

      Jayell and Donathon shared a look.

      Fes frowned. He turned his attention to the north and thought he understood what they were doing and where they were taking the boy. “The dragon plains. That’s where you’re going.”

      Donathon nodded. “If there will be any way of helping him, it will be there.”

      “Have you ever been to the dragon plains?” Fes asked.

      Donathon frowned. “I am a Priest of the Flame.”

      “That wasn’t the question,” Fes said. “Have you ever been to the dragon plains?”

      “I have heard them described, and everyone knows how to reach them.”

      “Reach them, yes. But I’m not sure that you could cross them if you were able to reach them.”

      Then again, Talmund had been able to cross the dragon plains, and he was the one who had told Fes there was something more to how to do it.

      “And what do you know about the dragon plains?” Jayell asked.

      “I have some experience with it.”

      Donathon studied him for a moment. “What experience is that?”

      “The kind of experience that allows me to know exactly what it takes to cross them,” Fes said.

      “You have been there.”

      “I have been there.”

      Donathon watched him, looking from head to toe. “How is it that you were able to make the crossing?”

      “I don’t know. But I know that crossing. Crossing the dragon plains requires that the person have more than a passing connection to the dragons.”

      “And, so what is your connection?” Donathon asked.

      “I wish I knew.”

      Jayell watched Fes for a long moment. “How were you able to withstand the barrier placed around you?”

      “Why?”

      “You shouldn’t have been able to,” she said, turning her attention to Donathon. “The dragon pearls should have burned him. How was he able to withstand it?”

      “I’m not able to answer that.” Donathon turned his attention to Fes. “Who are you? Why are you here?”

      “I’m a collector. Nothing more than that.”

      “From what you have described, you are much more than that.”

      “I don’t know what I am, but whatever it is makes Elizabeth uncomfortable.”

      Jayell studied him for a moment. “If he makes her uncomfortable, we need to work with him, Donathon.”

      “Can we trust him enough to work with him?”

      “I don’t know that we cannot trust him.”

      “I don’t care whether you work with me or not. All that I care about is reaching them before they do anything to that young girl.” An idea came to Fes. “If you do this, if you help me, I will help you cross the dragon fields.”

      “We don’t need your help in crossing the dragon fields.”

      “No? If you intend to reach the Draconis Pass, you might need my help.”

      “No one can reach the pass.”

      “I have.” They met his gaze, and Fes shrugged. “Those are my terms.”

      Donathon studied him for a long moment. “How can we know that you’ve been to the pass?”

      “Because I know what’s in it.”
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      Wind began to blow, coming out of the north, giving a hint of cold to the air. Fes remembered it from the last time he’d been this way, but then he had been riding and not working quite as hard as he was now. Walking kept him warm so that when they paused, and the wind kicked up, Fes felt a chill. He shivered, wrapping his cloak around himself.

      Fes had a chance to observe the boy the longer they traveled. His name was Griffin, and his long face and rumpled hair made him seem even younger than he was. So far, the boy had never spoken, though he ate and drank with prompting.

      They sat near a stream, a small fire crackling late at night at the end of their third day of travel together. Because of the rain, there had been enough softening of the ground to make it easier to follow the tracks left by the horses. Surprisingly, the golem didn’t leave any tracks.

      “Do you know how long he has been like this?” Fes asked Jayell.

      She sat with her back to the stream, angled partway toward the fire, looking out toward the north. The draw of the mountains was there, but before they even reached the mountains, the dragon plains would greet them, the haze rising off it nearly overwhelming. It was a place he was not eager to return to.

      “It has been several years,” Jayell said. “We don’t know much about him otherwise.”

      “And there’s nothing that can be done?”

      “It wasn’t always this bad. There was a time when he did speak, though it was mostly in one-word sentences, and we were able to determine his name and where he came from—and the fact that his parents thought the priesthood could save him. As he has declined, he has needed more help, and Donathon decided that he would see if he could seek the dragons’ blessing.”

      “What’s the dragons’ blessing?”

      “The Priests of the Flame believe that entering the dragon plain and reaching the pass will bring upon a blessing from the ancient dragons.”

      Fes grunted. “In my experience, there is no blessing when you cross through the pass. It felt more like a curse.”

      “How is it that you managed to cross it?”

      “We were chasing a fire mage, and I had taken a job.”

      “Another person that you were trying to save?”

      Fes chuckled. “Not so much. It was about money.”

      “What kind of job would pay you to cross the Draconis Pass?”

      “A foolish one. And I was foolish to take it. I should have known better, but I thought I could make it through.”

      “Did you?”

      Fes nodded. “I had help.”

      “What kind of help?”

      “A priest. Sort of like Donathon.”

      “What do you mean sort of like him?”

      Fes shrugged. “He was a priest, but he was a different sort of priest.”

      “I don’t know any other kind of priest other than Donathon. All of the Priests of the Flame are like him.”

      “And what about you?” Fes asked. The longer that he had traveled with them, the more he began to think that Jayell was the one with some connection to the dragon relics. She would have been the reason that he had been saved from the dragon pearls and whatever spell Elizabeth had placed around him.

      “What’s there to say about me? I am still training, learning what it means to follow the Path of the Flame, and eventually, I hope to be able to reach the flame and understand the calling of the dragons.”

      Fes smirked, shaking his head. “I wonder whether the priests ever think about how ridiculous that seems.”

      “There is nothing ridiculous about following the dragons,” Donathon said, standing over him.

      Fes looked up. In the moonlight, Donathon’s bald head reflected the light, shining with a dull glow. “You follow the dragons, but you ignore the rest of what’s happening around you.”

      “We follow the dragons so that we can protect those who are around us.”

      “I’m not certain that there is any protection from the dragons,” Fes said.

      Donathon looked at him for a long moment. “Tell me, Fes, what is it that you know of the dragons?”

      “I know the same as everyone, I suppose. The dragons were defeated over a thousand years ago, and the empire sprang from their bones.” He said it almost as a ritual, reciting the words that most knew about the empire.

      “From their bones. That seems to me to be a critical part of this, don’t you agree?” Donathon asked Jayell.

      She nodded.

      “Why?” Fes asked.

      “Most who live in the empire know of the dragons, and they recognize that they exist, but few have more than a passing knowledge of them. Few know anything more than what stories have told them. Those who have given thought to the dragons know differently.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as to question why the dragons needed to be defeated in the first place.”

      “Dragons terrorized the people of that time. They destroyed cities. They—”

      Donathon smiled at him. “Rumors. Nothing more than that.”

      “What else would there be?”

      “What has come about since the dragons have disappeared?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not a historian.”

      “You don’t need to be a historian to know what has come about in the last thousand years.”

      “You mean the empire.”

      “The empire. Those responsible for the initial destruction. All of that has taken place in the days since the dragons disappeared. So much has been lost because others think they knew better. Because they feared what they did not understand.”

      “I’ve been to the dragon plains. I have seen what was there. I recognize the power and the danger of those fallen creatures. There was reason for people to fear the dragons, Donathon.”

      “And what if the dragons served on behalf of people?”

      Fes shook his head. “Everything I have heard has said that they were dangerous creatures. That they attacked cities. That thousands of people died because of them.”

      “Have you given much thought to where those stories originated?”

      “Why? Everyone knows those stories,” Fes said.

      “Everyone knows them because that is what the empire wants you to know. The empire wants you to forget the fact that their fire mages were responsible for destroying another civilization, a great one, and one of impressive power. If you look around, you can see the ruins of that civilization.”

      “I’ve seen no ruins of another civilization.”

      “Have you traveled so far that you would know?”

      “I have been around the empire enough to know.”

      The priest shrugged. “Perhaps you have. Perhaps you would know whether there was anything or not. Or perhaps the empire has attempted to suppress all knowledge of that other kingdom. Perhaps the empire has done everything that they can to prevent others from knowing.”

      “Even if they have, what does it matter?” Fes looked over at Donathon before turning to stare at the boy. Griffin had been watching, saying nothing while they spoke. There was something unsettling about the way that he simply stared at them.

      “What does it matter? It matters that the truth be known.”

      “The empire has been around for a thousand years,” Fes said. “As far as I’m concerned, it’ll be around for another thousand.”

      “Perhaps. But a better question would be should it?”

      Fes smiled at the others. “Now you’re starting to sound like the rebellion.”

      “What if the rebellion has the right of it?”

      Fes shrugged. “Again, that matters very little to me. I am content with my place. I do my jobs; I get paid. And from there, I’m able to have a measure of freedom.”

      “There is no freedom, not in the empire,” the priest said.

      He fell silent and turned away from Fes, who had seen how the Priests of the Flame had been treated in the empire. They weren’t respected, and often the emperor had his people harassing the priests, but there was nothing more than that.

      “Perhaps there is no freedom for you and the other priests, but for people like myself…”

      “For how long?” the priest asked. “How long will it be before someone comes for you? What will you do when the emperor decides that you are no longer valued?” The priest smiled softly. “What happens when his attention is turned upon you, Fezarn?”

      Fes shivered. Had he given the priest his full name? He couldn’t remember, but he doubted that he had. It was something that he rarely shared with others since he hated it. “Who are you?”

      “I am no one. Only someone who seeks truth. I have come this way to help another. I imagine that is something you know nothing about.”

      “The reason I’m here now is to help someone else.”

      “If you say so,” the priest said.

      “What other reason would there be?”

      “There is selfishness in you, Fezarn. I can see it. You might believe that there is not, and you might believe that you are acting on behalf of another, but those of us who see through such things are able to tell exactly what it is that you are doing.”

      Fes stared at him, unblinking. “What I’m doing is trying to save a girl from a dangerous fate. I don’t see how that is any different to what you are doing.” He looked over at Griffin. The boy met his gaze. As he did, Fes felt a strange pressure from him.

      He blinked. Had that been his imagination?

      Fes stared at Griffin. They had claimed the boy was sick, but what if there was more to it than what they said?

      “What we are doing is much more important than saving one person. What we are after is an attempt to save many people. We intend to prevent the emperor from continuing to harm those with the power to stop him.”

      “Such as him?” Fes asked.

      He studied Griffin, but the sense of heat pulsing off him didn’t return. Whatever it was that he had detected was gone. Fes had not mistaken it. He had experienced the sense of heat from the fire mage often enough that he knew exactly what it was. But why would he feel it from the boy? What was it about him that he had detected?

      Maybe it was nothing. Maybe it was only imagined. But Fes didn’t think so.

      “We’ve already told you about him. He’s sick.”

      “I think he’s not as sick as you would have me believe,” Fes said.

      The priest held his gaze for a moment. “The boy is sick.”

      “And that’s why you want to bring him to the dragon fields? You want to expose a sick boy to the haze and fire of the dragon fields?” Fes shook his head. “There is more to this boy than what you’re telling me.”

      Donathon turned away, focusing on the fire burning nearby. “I think in the morning, it would be best if we travel our separate ways.”

      Fes laughed. “Just like that? Are you so concerned about what I might discover about this boy that you will send me off?”

      “The only thing that concerns me is your insistence that there is more than what we have shared. Get some rest, Fezarn. And in the morning, you should prepare to make haste.”

      Fes only shrugged. “If that’s how you feel,” he said. “I could offer some protection.”

      “It is doubtful how much protection you would be able to offer.”

      “You think that just the three of you would be able to manage if you were attacked?” Fes smiled. “I know what’s out here. I know the dangers that exist. And if this boy is important…” Fes realized that had to be the reason why they wanted him to depart. There was something about the boy, some connection to him, that was important to them. Somehow, the fact that Fes had felt heat building off him mattered. Maybe he was a fire mage. If he was, could it be that they wanted to use that on behalf of the priesthood?

      “There will be no protection. Not until he reaches the dragon fields. When he does, then we won’t have to worry about anything.”

      Fes stared at the boy, trying to will the boy into saying something, but he remained silent. Maybe he really couldn’t speak. If that were the case, then Fes should leave him well enough alone, but there was something that told him that the priest was hiding something.

      “If you really want, I will leave you in the morning.”

      The priest watched him for a moment and then nodded.

      Fes leaned back and studied Griffin until the fire began to flicker and fade, and when it completely disappeared, Fes tried staring through the darkness but he wasn’t able to see anything.

      What was Griffin?

      The most likely answer was that he was a fire mage the priesthood thought to take advantage of, but as Fes thought about it, he wondered if that were true or not. Every so often, he swore that he felt the same buildup of heat as he had felt before, but each time he looked over, he couldn’t tell whether Griffin was focused on him or not. Maybe it was only his imagination. Maybe it was only his worried mind that created such thoughts.

      Then again, maybe it was real.

      But if it was real, it wasn’t any of Fes’s concern.

      Somehow, he had to find Indra. Until he did, he couldn’t worry about anything else.
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      A shout woke him from his sleep.

      Fes rolled over, reaching for his daggers, and lurched to his feet before he was fully awake. The fire had burned out, leaving nothing more than a few coals glowing. The moon shone bright overhead, leaving a pale glow over everything.

      Someone held Jayell to the ground.

      Where was Donathon?

      Where was Griffin?

      Fes lunged at the person holding Jayell down and rolled them off her. It was a soldier, and Fes slipped his dagger into their belly, slicing deeply.

      “What happened?” Fes asked Jayell when he turned back to her.

      Her eyes widened and he spun around. Two others approached out of the shadows.

      Fes lunged, reaching the nearest of them and driving his dagger into the side of the man’s neck. Spinning, he caught the other man’s sword, deflecting it down as he shoved his dagger into the man’s thigh. He cut upward, slicing through the meat of his thigh, and when the blade met bone, it went straight through it.

      The man fell, and Fes paused to wipe the blades clean before turning back to Jayell. “Where is Donathon? Where is Griffin?

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. I woke to the man’s hand on my mouth.” She shivered.

      Fes looked around. They were soldiers, which meant that they would have come mounted. They needed to find the horses.

      “Come with me,” Fes said, motioning to Jayell.

      She looked around the campsite before reluctantly following Fes. He was thankful that she did, and thankful that she didn’t argue with him. He wasn’t about to leave her behind, not with an attack already having taken place here, but he didn’t necessarily want to drag her along.

      As they made their way in the direction the soldiers had appeared, Fes hurried, keeping his eyes open as he searched for any additional soldiers. They reached a rise, and in the distance, Fes saw another campsite.

      He glanced over at Jayell. “Did you know that you were followed?”

      “They weren’t following us,” she said.

      “They had to be following you. They weren’t following me.”

      Jayell’s eyes widened slightly. “Why would they be after us?”

      Fes frowned. “Probably because you have Griffin with you. What is he, really?”

      “He’s a young boy who needs help,” she said.

      “I’m not disputing that. What I am disputing is the fact that there is more to him than you have admitted. I can tell it about him.”

      “How do you know?”

      “He doesn’t hide what he can do all that well,” Fes said.

      “He’s not trying to hide anything. We are trying to hide him.”

      “Why? What is it about him that you want to conceal?”

      “It’s not safe for you to know.”

      “Not safe for who?”

      “For him.” Jayell refused to meet his gaze.

      After a while, he shook his head. “If they are down there, what do you intend to do to bring them back?”

      “I will do everything that is necessary.”

      “Even if it means revealing your ability?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t have any ability.”

      “You have more than you let on. I can sense that about you.”

      “I don’t have any ability,” she said again.

      Fes chuckled. “You’re the one who removed the dragon pearls from me. You’re the one who countered whatever spell Elizabeth had placed on me, trapping me. You might not want to admit that you have some ability, but I can tell that you do.”

      She reached into her pocket and pulled out a long, milky white item. The item had fine striations along it, and there was a shimmer of color.

      A dragon relic.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “It is a length of bone,” she said.

      “Why do you hide that? I’ve seen priests use dragon relics before.”

      “We are not supposed to use these relics. The Priests of the Flame protect them and prevent others from extinguishing the power that burned within them. I should not even reveal this to you.”

      “If you don’t reveal it, I think that you run the risk of the soldiers keeping Griffin trapped. Is that what you want?”

      She shook her head. “You know that I don’t.”

      “I don’t know anything other than the fact that you and Donathon have been keeping quite a bit about yourselves from me.” Normally, Fes wouldn’t care, but in this case, with what they were dealing with, he thought it mattered much more than it normally did. He needed to know as much as he could about why soldiers would be after Griffin.

      “I was a fire mage.” She said it softly, barely more than a whisper. She looked over at Fes, meeting his gaze with more strength than he expected from her. “I was trained by the same fire mage who trained the emperor.”

      “That’s how you know Elizabeth.”

      She nodded. “There was a time when we trained together, but I realized what she was after and how dangerous she was.”

      “And what is she after?”

      “Power. She is willing to do whatever it takes to gain power, even if it means pursuing what she should not.”

      “Why did you leave?”

      “Because I saw the way those with power used what they have. I began to realize that the Priests of the Flame had a better way. It was a way that suited me.”

      She looked over at Fes and met his gaze. “Now that you know, what is it that you intend to do?”

      Fes looked at the soldiers camped below. He thought about the boy, thought about the way that he had been silent, and thought about the way that he had looked at him, the pleading expression on his face that had practically demanded that Fes help.

      How could he do anything else?

      “If they have Griffin, I will help you get him back.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I was once a child who needed help, and no one came for me.”

      It was as much an answer as he could offer, and it was the truth. Fes had been left to struggle, no one coming for him, forcing him out in the streets after his parents had died. How different would he have been had somebody come to his aid? What would have happened with his brother?

      How weak would he have been had he received the kind of help that he proposed now? There was a benefit to experience, and it allowed him to be stronger than he would’ve otherwise been.

      Fes couldn’t shake the thought of the power pulsing off the boy. Whatever else, there was something to that. Fes might not know or understand what it was, but he recognized the need for him to help.

      He started down the slope, unsheathing his daggers. There was no way for him to conceal his presence, not easily. He didn’t even try. Instead, he focused on tracking how many soldiers were down there. When he reached a dozen, he stopped.

      A dozen men. There had been a time not long ago when Fes would’ve thought that too many, but that was before he had learned to embrace the anger that burned through him. The part of him that was Deshazl. For so long, he had tried to suppress it, and now that he had begun to embrace it, now that he had allowed himself to welcome it, he found power within it.

      At one point, Fes glanced back to see whether or not Jayell was trailing along with him. He was surprised to find that she was, and even more surprised to realize that heat built from her, focused through the dragon bone so that it began to glow. He hadn’t noticed until he turned his attention to her, but now that he did and was aware of what she was doing, he saw how it was focused, the power honed to a tight readiness, prepared to explode from the dragon relic.

      Perhaps a dozen soldiers wouldn’t be too many for them.

      And then they were upon them.

      A blast erupted from Jayell’s hands. It came from the bone, pouring forth with enormous heat that erupted away from her.

      Fes had barely a moment to pay any attention to that, and then he fell upon the first of the soldiers.

      The attacker met his dagger with the sword, and Fes lunged off to the side, catching the blade and twisting it down. He spun around, jabbing his dagger into the man’s stomach, slicing upward before withdrawing his blade. He turned and came face to face with two men. Both of them were armed with swords and he slashed through them, cutting them down.

      As he made his way through the campsite, he focused on the memories that would allow him to draw from pain and anger. Those memories would give him strength.

      It wasn’t difficult to do.

      Fes had learned to welcome those memories in moments like these.

      He turned, slashing at the next two attackers. They fell quickly.

      How many were left?

      Two more, and then there was a strange robed figure.

      Fes launched himself at the two soldiers, stabbing them in the back before they could turn their attention to Jayell.

      That left only the robed figure.

      Heat erupted.

      A fire mage.

      Fes lunged forward, slashing at the air. As he did, he saw Jayell with her hands frozen in place. Whatever spell the fire mage had used had restricted her, preventing her from moving at all.

      Fes darted in front of her and, with his daggers, slashed at the air, trying to part the effect of the spell.

      This was a mistake. Most fire mages worked for the empire. Doing this put him against the empire—and possibly against Azithan.

      The fire mage turned his attention to Fes. He was a smaller man, shorter than Fes, and he held a long length of dragon bone in his hand. The bone glowed, and the striations along the side had a slight orange sheen to them.

      “What have we here?” the fire mage growled.

      Fes lunged at him, and the mage attempted to send a burst of heat at Fes, but he was fast and the daggers peeled the magic from the spell. The heat split off to either side, barely touching Fes.

      He crashed into the fire mage, knocking the bone free. Fes landed on top of him and plunged a dagger into his shoulder. When the fire mage attempted to twist, trying to bring his hand up, Fes jammed his other dagger into the other shoulder.

      Pinned to the ground, the fire mage looked up at Fes. There was no fear in his eyes. “You have made a grave mistake.”

      “Do you think you’re the first fire mage I have confronted?”

      “When the emperor learns what you have done—”

      Fes leaned close, getting into the man’s ear. “The emperor won’t get to learn what I’ve done, now will he? How could he, since I have you here?”

      The fire mage squeezed his hands, and flames erupted from him. As they did, the man disappeared.

      Fes jumped up, pulling his blades back and rolling on the ground to put out the fire.

      He looked around, but nothing else moved. He found Jayell staring at the empty campsite. There was no sign of Donathon or Griffin, and the dozen soldiers were dead because of them.

      “Are you hurt?” he asked.

      Jayell shook her head. “I’m fine.”

      “What was that? Why would he have burned himself out?”

      “He didn’t. He used the flame to mask himself. What mages call ‘traveling the flame.’”

      “Traveling the flame?”

      Jayell nodded, her gaze staring at the ground where the remains of the fire mage were burned out, leaving a trail of ash along the grass. “Only incredibly powerful fire mages can do it, but they can draw upon the power of the ancient dragons, and they can travel the flame.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “It means that he can disappear. Even other mages wouldn’t be able to track him.”

      Fes looked at where the fire mage had been. Was that what he had done?

      Then again, hadn’t he seen Reina do something similar? When he had first confronted her, she had disappeared in much the same way.

      “Can you travel the flame?” Fes asked.

      Jayell shook her head. “I’m not powerful enough. I left my training long before I ever learned those secrets.”

      “It’s probably best,” he said. “I doubt I could travel with you.”

      Jayell looked up at him and her gaze drifted to his daggers. “How is it that you were able to counteract what he did?”

      “I didn’t counteract anything.”

      “I saw it. I saw the way that you extinguished every spell that he threw.”

      “It’s not me. It’s my daggers.” He unsheathed one and held it out, showing it to her. “They’re made of dragonglass. The daggers allow me to mitigate a fire mage’s spell.”

      Her eyes widened. “Your daggers can do that? I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

      “The daggers aren’t foolproof. I’ve had times where they failed.”

      “Such as when we came across you?”

      Fes nodded. “Elizabeth is apparently more powerful than what these daggers can overcome.” He didn’t know what other limitations he might have but he didn’t like the fact that he wasn’t able to prevent her from trapping him.

      “Where else could they have gone?” Jayell asked.

      Fes breathed out. “They couldn’t have taken them very far.” He looked at the line of horses tied off to stakes plunged into the ground. At least they wouldn’t have to travel by foot. “I think it’s time that we go looking for them.”

      Fes readied four horses, and when they were saddled, they started off. If nothing else, were they to come across the priest and the boy, he wanted to be ready for them to make a quick escape. Before departing, Fes hesitated. There wasn’t much of a way to track them at night, not easily.

      Dawn was rising and color began to streak the sky. They would have to wait. It would be better so that they could more easily track where the soldiers would have brought the priest and Griffin.

      “Where do you think they would have gone?” Fes asked while they waited.

      “I don’t know, but they were after Griffin.”

      “Does the emperor know of the boy?”

      “He’s not the first the emperor has come after.”

      “What is it that the emperor wants with him?”

      “I’m not supposed to share with you.”

      “Fine. You don’t have to share. I’ll just head off, and take the horse with me, so that I can find my friend.”

      As he started to veer away, Jayell reached for the reins and halted him. “Please. Help me.”

      “What is he?”

      “He’s the only one who can threaten the emperor and the rule. He and others like him.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the power of the dragons burns in his blood. He can summon that power, and use it, not even needing a dragon relic.”

      Two of the things that she said caught Fes off guard. Not only was he unprepared for the comment about not needing a dragon relic—something that he had detected from Griffin but not known what it was—but it was also her offhanded comment about burning within the blood. That was how he described the anger that boiled in him, and the way that he fought, fending off attackers when needed.

      “He descends from those who lived on the dragon fields,” she said. “Those who came before the empire. They have that power.”

      “What people are those?” Fes asked, though already knew the answer even as he tensed, waiting for her to respond.

      “The Deshazl. Griffin is one of the Deshazl.”
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      Fes said nothing as they continued to ride, and as daylight broke, he struggled with what she had said. He had heard about the Deshazl as the descendants of the people who had lived on the dragon plains, but hearing them described as the descendants of the dragons was something else entirely. That implied a different sort of power to the Deshazl, something much more than what Fes would have expected.

      And yet… he couldn’t deny what he felt. Wasn’t there power burning within him? Didn’t he feel that every time he got angry? Didn’t it boil up from within him? Was that dragon-like?

      And then there was his ability to carve through the spells of a fire mage.

      He had believed that ability came from the daggers, but what if it didn’t? What if it came from something within him, rather than from within the daggers?

      They followed tracks across the ground, neither of them speaking.

      For Jayell, Fes suspected it was her concern about what she had shared with Fes. He assumed that she was not supposed to share what she had. For him, it was something else.

      Late in the day, they picked up a sign of movement in the distance.

      Fes slowed their approach. They neared carefully, watching in the distance.

      “You think they’re with them?” she asked.

      Fes studied the caravan. There were probably two dozen or so soldiers, and he couldn’t tell whether the priest was with them. From the distance, he couldn’t tell much.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “I think things got more complicated,” Fes said.

      “How?”

      He pointed to the caravan. “Do you see them?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      “There are several dozen. Too many for us to handle on our own.” Could there be a fire mage among them? There had been a fire mage with the last group, which made it likely that there was a fire mage with an even larger grouping of soldiers.

      They stayed distant, but Fes knew they wouldn’t be able to remain hidden for long. The moment that someone saw them, they would be forced to make a decision.

      He motioned to Jayell to turn off with him.

      “We aren’t going to see if they have them?”

      “We don’t want to draw their attention,” Fes said. “If we are going to do this, we need to do it the right way.”

      She frowned. “And what’s the right way?”

      Fes wasn’t certain. The easiest answer was to try to pick them off one at a time, but he wasn’t certain they would be able to do that. He wasn’t certain they could figure out any way to compel the soldiers to veer off, not easily.

      Maybe they could approach in a less threatening way?

      But what? What could they do that wouldn’t be threatening to soldiers?

      Anything that might be non-threatening to the soldiers would put them at risk.

      The only other answer was approaching at night and creating enough of a distraction to draw off the soldiers.

      That seemed the safest bet.

      “We wait.”

      “For what?”

      “For the right opportunity.”

      The soldiers camped as dusk fell. They found a stream and paused alongside it, then built a massive fire that pushed back the night. It was easily visible from a distance, making it a simple matter to keep track of where they were camped for the night.

      “How long do we wait?”

      “I’ve been around soldiers enough to know that the early part of the evening is spent making preparations, and it’s later in the evening that they begin to lose their same vigilance,” Fes said. Would these men camp the same as the rebellion or would they have different tactics? “We need them to let their guard down so that we can reach them more easily.”

      “And if they don’t let their guard down?”

      “Then we have to rethink our strategy,” Fes said.

      He dismounted and handed the reins of his horse to Jayell. She took them, watching him. “I’m going to get close to them. You keep an eye on me, and if you see things going the wrong way, come in prepared to sling around some magic.”

      She shook her head. “That’s not quite how it works.”

      “I know how it works, and I trust that you can keep an eye on me. If it looks like I’m going to need some help, then you need to get in there.”

      She stared past him for a long moment before nodding.

      Fes dropped to the ground, getting low as he crawled over the hillside. The campfire drew him as if he were a moth heading toward a flame, but he kept his eyes averted from it, not wanting to lose his night vision. What he needed to do was get close, but not so close as to make it easy for them to all come at him at once.

      When he was several hundred yards away, he searched for a clump of grass or a rock until he found it.

      Fes tossed it.

      The soldiers looked into the night. Sitting so close to the fire would make it difficult for them to see out, a surprising mistake by anyone accustomed to traveling outside the city. A couple men started out, stepping away from the fire, but they paused.

      Maybe they weren’t as foolish as he had thought.

      He searched for another clump of grass or a rock, and when he found a small stone, he tossed it so that it landed near one of the men.

      Let them know that he was out there.

      The man looked down at his feet.

      “What is it?” Fes heard the other man ask.

      “I thought it was an animal, but something brushed my boot.”

      “Maybe it is an animal. Fox and wolves and other things roam out here.”

      “Have you heard any fox out here?”

      “I haven’t heard anything, but that doesn’t mean they don’t exist.”

      “Let’s go take a look. Otherwise he will be angry.”

      “He’s angry enough the way it is. You saw what he did to the boy.”

      The two men started off.

      Had they already harmed the boy?

      Hearing that was enough to set his blood boiling, anger rising up within him. A stifled cry in the main campsite urged him into action. With actions like that, they were no different than Carter’s men.

      He stayed low, waiting until they came near enough to him, and then lunged toward the nearest man. He drove his dagger straight up through the man’s throat, silencing him before he had a chance to make a sound. The other man spun and let out a strangled cry, and Fes kicked, dropping him with a boot to his chest before landing on top of him, jabbing him in the chest with the dagger.

      He spun toward the campsite. Had the cry been enough to draw attention?

      If it was, maybe that wasn’t a bad thing. He needed to draw the men out of the campsite, and he couldn’t do that without raising some attention.

      Three more men stood at the edge of the campsite.

      Fes searched the man he crouched on and found a knife. He tossed that away from him, out into the darkness. When it landed, there was a rustle of grass.

      One of the men nodded, and the others all followed him, taking off into the darkness.

      Fes moved slowly, staying low, and when he reached them, he attacked.

      This time, he managed to bring down one of the men before he made a sound, but the other two were better prepared. One of them gave out a shout of warning before dying in a quick spray of blood. The other fell shortly after.

      A group of men—probably ten or more—started out into the night. One of them had a torch which he held out, parting the darkness.

      It was a mistake.

      Fes crept away and circled around, getting behind the rear of the group, and he jabbed a dagger in the nearest man’s back before slipping away. The others continued to sweep through the field. When they came across one of the fallen men, there was a shout.

      “Someone is out here,” one of the men said.

      “We need to find him.”

      “What if it’s more than one?”

      “Back to the fire. We’re safer there.”

      The men hurried back toward the fire. Fes considered attacking as they ran away, but he didn’t think that he could safely get near enough to do so.

      There were still far too many men for him to handle, even if he let the anger burn through him. Drawing the men away wouldn’t work. At least, not dropping them in this manner.

      Fes crawled back over the hillside until he reached Jayell. She started when he appeared and he rested a hand on her shoulder, silencing her.

      “How many were you able to stop?”

      “No more than four or five,” Fes said.

      “That still leaves too many for us to handle.”

      “We can either wait for another night and continue to attack them, or we deal with this tonight.”

      Jayell looked at him. He could see the debate warring behind her eyes. She struggled with how much of her ability to reveal and how much of her fire mage talents to draw upon. She might want to be a priest, but she was something else. Fes had seen that when she exploded the fireball the last time they had attacked. Then again, there were things that he wanted to be, but it turned out that he was something else.

      “What other relics do you have that you can use?”

      “I shouldn’t use any artifacts. Anything I use steals from the dragons.”

      “Is that what you fear? Is that what the priests tell you?”

      “Anytime we use the dragon relics, we steal from the dragons,” she said again. “When the dragons return—”

      “The dragons aren’t going to return. They’re gone. I’ve seen the dragon fields, and I’ve seen the bones of the dragons that remain. Whatever they were is no more. Now, I’m not sure that I agree with the way that all fire mages use their powers, but there are times when using that magic is necessary. If you intend to save that boy, this is one of those times.”

      Jayell took a deep breath and reached into her pocket. When she did, she pulled out a pair of small spheres. They were dragon pearls, and not nearly as large as those he’d stolen from Elizabeth. They weren’t even as large as the two spheres that had been used to trap him. Still, the colors that flashed on their surface told him that they were active.

      “I’ll use the pearls. I was to save them, use them at a specific time when it was necessary to help bring Griffin into the dragon fields, but perhaps this is that time.”

      “If we don’t rescue him, he won’t make it to the dragon fields.” Fes looked at the pearls in her hand. “What can you do with those?”

      “There is only so much power stored within the pearls. I will be limited, but I think I can help.”

      He could see only the flash of the firelight from the campsite over the hillside. It was enough for him to know where they were, but not much more than that. “I think there might be a fire mage with them. If there is, you need to be prepared for that possibility. Do you think that you can stop these, if needed?”

      She looked at him for a long moment before nodding. “I will do what I can.”

      “Let me deal with the fire mage if there is one,” Fes said. That sounded ridiculous, but he was the better equipped to deal with the fire mage. Besides, there was another purpose that he had in mind for her dragon pearls. “Use the pearls against the soldiers. Create as many explosions as you can, create confusion. I will deal with the rest.”

      “Who are you, Fezarn?”

      Fes laughed darkly. “I’m still trying to figure that out. Are you ready?”

      Jayell nodded, and they headed down the hill, moving together. Fes let Jayell take the lead, staying slightly ahead of him, and every so often, he nudged her. He could sense the reluctance within her, and he worried that she would become even more reluctant when she was needed. He needed her to be decisive. He needed her to be ready for whatever might come. He needed her to help manage the fire mage if it were to come to that.

      “Now,” Fes said as they were two hundred paces from the campsite. They were still shrouded in darkness, and with the flames burning as brightly as they were, he doubted the soldiers were able to see them.

      Heat built from Jayell.

      Fes felt it, starting as a strange pressure against him, and then it focused on the dragon pearls. One of them began to glow softly, first with an orangish light and then taking on more of a bluish hue. Jayell cupped the pearl and then flicked her wrist, sending the dragon pearl fireball streaking toward the camp. Flames erupted, exploding. Someone screamed.

      “Do it again,” Fes said.

      As before, the heat began to climb before it focused on her hand. It was a strange sensation for him to be aware of how she was using the magic stored in the dragon pearl. There was something about Jayell that seemed to trigger the power within the pearl, and when the fireball built—a greenish orange this time—she flicked it at a cluster of soldiers starting toward them.

      “Run toward the campsite,” Fes urged.

      She started running, and power built within the dragon pearls.

      Fes didn’t wait for her to create another attack. This time, he outpaced her and plunged into the campsite. He slashed with his daggers, dropping the remaining soldiers, cutting through one after another as they attempted to fight through the confusion caused by Jayell’s explosions.

      With the soldiers down, Fes searched. Where was the fire mage?

      And then he found him.

      He stood near the center of the camp, near a brightly burning fire. A hood covered his face, and the maroon and gold robe draped around his shoulders hung still. The colors of the empire were nearly enough to stop Fes, even if he didn’t detect the energy crackling from him. Heat burst away from the mage.

      A spell pressed upon him. He wasn’t certain what it was that was taking place, but he was certain that it was from the fire mage.

      Fes flashed, dragging his daggers through the air, trying to part the spell.

      He took a step forward. The fire mage pushed back, a haze of heat creating a barrier. Fes had faced barriers like that before but he had always managed to power through them. This time, and this one, was incredibly powerful and managed to resist him.

      Jayell appeared behind him. He could smell her as much as he could feel her. Power built in her hands.

      “I don’t think it will work,” Fes said through a clenched jaw, trying to sweep through the fire mage’s spell.

      “Why not?”

      “Whoever this is is powerful.”

      Even more powerful than when he had confronted Reina, and she had been drawing strength from the entirety of the dragon fields. Could it be that he had found a fire mage even more powerful than her?

      Why would there be one out here? What purpose would there be in having a fire mage that powerful—unless they were after the boy because he had certain potential.

      “Go see if you can find where they kept Donathon and Griffin,” Fes said.

      “What about you?”

      “Leave the fire mage to me,” Fes said. He managed to sound more confident than he felt. He wasn’t certain that it was wise for him to challenge a fire mage, certainly not one as powerful as this one seemed to be, but he doubted that Jayell and her connection to the small dragon pearls would have been enough. Maybe he could distract the fire mage long enough for her to find Donathon and Griffin, and when they did, they could escape. He didn’t need to defeat the fire mage, only slow him.

      That, at least, was his plan.

      Fes took a step toward the fire mage, lunging into his daggers as he swiped through the spell. The fire mage stared at him.

      If he didn’t slow the fire mage, if he didn’t manage to prevent him from harming Donathon and Griffin, the boy would be hurt.

      A boy so much like Benjan.

      More than anything else, that triggered the anger within Fes.

      He didn’t resist it. He didn’t try to slow it as the anger poured through him, filling him and spilling into the daggers. The blade sizzled, the same way they had when he had been in the dragon fields, and he slashed at the spell.

      Fes staggered forward a step.

      The fire mage’s posture changed. He stiffened and twisted his hands so that his palms were facing outward, facing toward Fes.

      Who had the emperor sent for the boy?

      Fes needed to reach the fire mage, if nothing else to force him to expend as much energy as possible, burning through all of the dragon relics that he might have with him. That would be the only way he would slow this fire mage.

      What if this was a well-equipped fire mage? What if this mage had access to dozens of artifacts? What if this mage wasn’t limited in the same way that Reina had been the first time he had confronted her?

      How many fire mages would be like that?

      He could think of one who was, but Fes had never known Azithan to leave the city.

      He allowed himself to be filled with anger and poured it out through the daggers, slashing once more at the barrier. Once again, he staggered forward, now only a few steps away from the fire mage.

      This close, there was a strange smell that was familiar. “Azithan?”

      The mage pulled down the hood of his cloak. As he did, the heat evaporated. “Fezarn?”
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      Fes stalked around the brightly crackling fire, looking over at Azithan. He should feel remorse for what he had done to the soldiers who had come with Azithan, but he didn’t. It was hard for him to muster any remorse since he still didn’t know what had happened to Donathon and Griffin.

      “It seems that you have much to tell me,” Azithan said.

      “I would say the same about you.”

      “You know everything you need to know about me.”

      “I don’t think that’s quite accurate,” Fes said. “I’ve never known you to leave the city. What are you doing out here?”

      “There was a task that I needed to complete,” Azithan said. “I came across these men under attack by the golem and managed to deter the creature. They agreed to accompany me.”

      They had been Carter’s men. He should feel worse about it than he did. “And that’s it?”

      Azithan’s eyes narrowed. Fes looked past him, staring out into the shadows around the campsite. Jayell had not returned, and that troubled him. Had something happened to her?

      He ignored Azithan’s questioning glance and made his way away from the fire. Jayell was near the opposite side of the encampment, leaning over someone.

      “Jayell?”

      She looked up at him, meeting his gaze. “He’s gone.”

      “Who? Griffin?”

      She shook her head. “Not Griffin. Donathon.”

      Fes approached and found the priest not moving. Flames scorched his cheeks, and Fes didn’t need Jayell to tell him that Donathon had been caught in one of the blasts. He could see the anguish on her face.

      “It’s not your fault,” he said.

      “It is my fault. I allowed myself to attack. I allowed myself to use power I had tried to avoid, and I allowed myself to kill my mentor.”

      There wasn’t anything he could say that would help her feel any better, so he didn’t try. “We still need to find Griffin,” he said.

      She tore her gaze away from Donathon and tried to mask the anguish in her eyes. “Did you kill the fire mage?”

      “I doubt very much that Fezarn has it in him to kill me,” Azithan said, approaching. He led Griffin in front of him, one hand on the boy’s shoulder. There was something oddly protective about the gesture. For some reason, it made Fes uncomfortable.

      “You let him live?” she asked.

      Fes shook his head. “He’s right,” he said. “I don’t know if I could kill Azithan.”

      And it was more than simply an ability. Fes wasn’t certain that he had the ability to kill Azithan, but he really wasn’t certain whether he could do that to someone who he had willingly worked with. Someone who had been almost kind to him.

      “You’re with him? I thought you didn’t care for the empire?” she said.

      “It’s never been about the empire with me. It’s always been about the job.” Fes let out a deep breath. “Azithan, do you care to tell me what you’re up to?”

      “I am here for the same reason as you.”

      Fes glared at him. Azithan had to know about Elizabeth and her plan, but why had he come? “I doubt that.”

      “So you are not here for the boy? Good. I thought that I would have to deal with you.”

      “You’re not taking him,” Jayell said.

      Azithan turned and looked at her, a tight smile on his face. “Do you intend to stop me?” He looked around at the fallen soldiers. “I had intended to have a little more accompaniment, and I suppose that now that Fezarn is here, I might have to employ you to accompany me on the remainder of this journey, but it matters little.”

      “You aren’t going to take him.” Jayell glanced down to Donathon, who lay motionless, before turning her attention back to Azithan.

      Fes looked at the priest. For some reason, when he did, he had a vision of Alison’s grandfather, another priest who had been good to him. There seem to be so much that he didn’t understand about himself, and for some reason, the priests knew more about it than him.

      Had Azithan known?

      That seemed unlikely, but considering Azithan, Fes wasn’t entirely certain. Maybe the other man did know what Fes could do.

      “A failed fire mage will not stop me.”

      “I wasn’t failed. I left to join—”

      Azithan spun, turning to face Jayell. “I am well aware of what you did. You left your studies to join the Priests of the Flame.” He said the last with a certain derision. “And you have betrayed the teachings that were entrusted to you. You made the mistake of traveling this way with him. Such travel draws attention.”

      Jayell stared at Azithan and it seemed a debate warred within her. “The teachings that wanted to maintain the position of the emperor. Teachings that were designed to subjugate.”

      “It is the power we have that allows us the freedom to help as many as we do,” Azithan said. “Which is why this one,” he said, pointing to Griffin, “must come with me.”

      “There is no freedom, and there is no helping,” she said.

      “If you believe that, then you can return to the Priests of the Flame.”

      “He’s coming with me,” Jayell said.

      Azithan smiled and shook his head. “I think not. This one needs to continue with me. There is much that I can help him understand. And much that he can help me understand.”

      Jayell reached into her pocket but before she could withdraw anything, Azithan had raised his hand. Heat built around her, constricting her arms against her body. It was the same sort of spell that Elizabeth had used on him, the same type of magic that had been designed to hold him in place.

      Seeing it used on someone else irritated him.

      Fes withdrew one of his daggers and slashed through the spell, freeing Jayell. “Enough.”

      Azithan glanced over at him and smiled darkly. “Yes, I think that you do have much that you need to share with me,” he said.

      “You’re not going to hurt her, and you’re not going to hurt this boy.”

      Azithan studied Fes for a moment. “And I suspect that you would tell me how you intend to be the one to prevent any harm befalling either of them?”

      “I intend to make certain that he safely gets to where he was going to go.”

      “And what of your other assignment?”

      The way he said it told Fes that Azithan knew far more about that assignment than he had let on.

      “You. Did you arrange for it?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Azithan said.

      “You ensured that Carter would need to use me. You’re the reason I was brought in.”

      “Your task with Carter was none of my doing, but it does suit my goals. You need to ensure that Elizabeth doesn’t succeed. And here you are, separated from her, useless in that task. It is unfortunate. I assumed that you were much more skilled than this.”

      “She has a golem.”

      “I’m well aware of what she has. I seem to recall being the one who told you about the golem.”

      “And she’s been using it to kill the rest of Carter’s people.”

      Azithan’s brow furrowed for a moment. “That would explain the bodies we have come across.” He looked around. “Then again, it seems as if you could explain those bodies just as well.”

      “You can make jokes all that you want,” Fes said. “It doesn’t change what Elizabeth has done.”

      “No, I suppose it does not.”

      Azithan looked to the north and frowned. “It is unfortunate that you have drawn me from the city in this way,” he said.

      “Unfortunate for who? You? For your attempt to continue to claim power?”

      “There is no attempting. I am claiming power. There is a need for it to be wielded responsibly.”

      “Why do you think that you can wield it responsibly?”

      Azithan merely shook his head. “Because I understand the nature of power.”

      Fes stepped toward Azithan, holding his daggers out. He positioned himself in such a way that Griffin would be able to get to his feet and get away from the fire mage. All he wanted was to limit what Azithan could do and give Jayell a chance to grab Griffin and drag him away.

      The boy got up slowly. He looked from Fes to Azithan before taking a place near Azithan.

      The fire mage smiled widely. “See? Do you believe I have harmed others? Look at how they search me out. They recognize that there is much that I teach.”

      “He’s not a fire mage,” Fes said.

      Azithan smiled. “No. He is not a fire mage. He is something more, though he doesn’t know it yet.”

      “Then what is he?”

      Would Azithan know what Jayell knew about Griffin? Had Azithan—and the emperor—discovered that the boy was much more than a fire mage? Would he know that he was descended from the Deshazl, which meant that he had some power of the dragons within him?

      And would Azithan know that Fes shared that same power?

      “Tell me about your daggers,” Azithan said instead.

      “Why?”

      “I didn’t realize that they were quite so intriguing,” he said. “When you mourned the loss of one of them, I didn’t understand. I do now.”

      “They’re made of dragonglass. That’s why I was upset when I lost one.”

      “Upset. It seems that you should have been devastated with daggers that have the potential that they do.”

      “And what potential is that?” Fes asked, wishing that Azithan didn’t know anything about him or the daggers. He didn’t want to have to reveal that part of himself, preferring to keep it quiet. Maybe it was always going to be discovered by Azithan. Fes had taken so many jobs from him over the last year that would have revealed what Fes was. And maybe his greed had been his downfall. Were it not for his greed, he might have been able to remain hidden.

      “I saw the way that you use them to cut through the dragon spell,” Azithan said. Heat burst from him, and he focused it through his hand toward the daggers.

      As the spell struck the dagger, it dissipated.

      “As I thought,” Azithan said.

      “If you try to take them from me—”

      Azithan smiled and shook his head. “And why would I take them from you, Fezarn? They suit you so well.”

      “You will take them because you think that I will keep you from harming this boy.”

      “You will do no such thing.”

      Azithan breathed out, and as he did, Fes noticed a stirring of heat. There was a mixture of scents, similar to the cinnamon that he smelled when he visited Azithan in his rooms in the palace, but this was mixed with other aromas, exotic and spiced.

      Fes felt his vision began to swim.

      He reached for his daggers. If Azithan was using a spell on him, he was determined to cut through it. He brought the dagger up, slicing through the space between himself and Azithan, and with a sudden jolt, the strange headiness faded.

      Azithan stared at him, smiling. “Interesting. That is not at all what I was expecting.”

      “Were you expecting just to enchant me and have me do nothing?” Fes asked. “I thought you said that I could trust you.”

      “And that was when I thought I knew who you were. Or what you were.”

      “Take him with you, Jayell,” Fes said, motioning to Griffin.

      She stood fixed in place.

      “Jayell?”

      He looked at her and saw a blank expression on her face.

      As he did, he realized that whatever enchantment Azithan had thrown his way had not been fully intended for him.

      Jayell had been the target.

      He looked down at Griffin, but the boy looked no different than he had before. He didn’t wear the same blank expression as Jayell. He didn’t speak, but he hadn’t ever spoken since Fes had met him.

      “What did you do to her?”

      “I have given us the opportunity to speak freely.”

      “You’re not going to hurt him. Or her.”

      “Even if I offered you a hundred gold coins?” Azithan watched him and arched his brow when Fes didn’t say anything. “Five hundred? A thousand?”

      Fes tried to ignore the beating of his heart, the way that it raced in his chest. A thousand gold coins was an incredible wealth. It was the kind of money that he had never thought that he would be able to see. And he didn’t doubt that Azithan had access to it. As connected to the emperor as he was, Azithan would have access to that kind of money.

      “No.”

      “Oh, Fezarn, you disappoint me.”

      “Why do I disappoint you? Because I won’t do what you want?”

      “Because you are not as predictable as I had thought.”

      “I’d hate to be predictable,” Fes said.

      “Yes. It makes you much more interesting. When you were a collector, interested in taking jobs simply for the profit, you were predictable and someone that I could use. You were skilled, and now I begin to understand why you were so skilled.”

      “And why is that?”

      “How is it that you have avoided detection all these years?” Azithan asked.

      “Avoided detection from what?” Fes glanced at Jayell, but she still hadn’t moved. He didn’t even know if she had blinked. “It’s not as if I’ve been operating secretly.”

      “No, that is correct. You have been quite open with how you function within the city. But, how is it that you have hidden your true heritage?”

      “And what heritage is that?”

      Azithan circled around him. As he did, a surge of heat burst from him. Fes flinched and Azithan smiled widely. “Yes. There it is. You can feel what it is that I’m doing, can’t you?”

      “What are you getting on about?”

      “Is that how you managed to overpower Reina?” He frowned. “When I heard that she was with Carter, I had thought that perhaps she had been overpowered by the rebellion, even though that should not have been possible. Now that I see it, I think that I understand.”

      “Understand what?”

      “Deshazl,” he said. Azithan fixed Fes with a lingering stare. “And you don’t even react at the mention of that term. You already knew.”

      “If you’re wondering whether I’ve heard the term before, I have.”

      “And do you know that the Deshazl have been exterminated?”

      “Apparently not.”

      Azithan grinned widely. “No. Apparently not. Have we talked about history before?”

      Fes glanced down at Griffin. The boy seemed to be listening, but he couldn’t tell. “Is now the time to talk about history?”

      “Would you have us do something else?”

      “Seeing as how we are surrounded by fallen soldiers, and it’s the middle of the night, I think it is an unusual time to speak of history.”

      “On the contrary, when a person out of history reappears is the ideal time to speak of history.” He looked down at Griffin. “And perhaps more than one.” Azithan finished his circle of Fes.

      Fes nodded toward Jayell. “Does she have to stay like that?”

      “Would you like her to reawaken and listen? There may be things that you learn that you don’t necessarily want others to know.”

      “Such as what?”

      “Such as the Deshazl. When the war was won, when the last of the dragons had fallen, the emperor sent fire mages sweeping through the empire to destroy all the Deshazl who remained. He didn’t want anyone with the potential to threaten his reign.”

      Fes met Azithan’s gaze. “What are you getting at, Azithan?”

      Azithan took a seat near the fire, looking far more comfortable than Fes felt. “I get at nothing,” Azithan said. “I merely thought that I could share with you some of history. Are you not interested?”

      “Fine,” Fes said. “Tell me about the Deshazl.”

      Azithan glanced from Fes to the boy. “There has long been a time when the empire has believed the Deshazl destroyed. Most believe the war was all about removing the threat of the dragons, and that was a great part of it, but that was not all. There was another purpose, and it was one that few really understood. The emperor of that time, Kronal the First, recognized another threat. It was not the dragons. It was those who had the power to command them.”

      Fes smiled at Azithan. “First you want me to believe that there is something mystical about my heritage, and then you want me to believe that my ancestors were somehow able to command the dragons?”

      “You can believe whatever it is you wish. What I tell you is the truth. The Deshazl were the reason the empire struggled to vanquish the dragons in the first place. Were it not for the Deshazl, the empire would have succeeded long before they did.”

      Fes looked away. The way that Azithan stared at him left him feeling uncomfortable. There was an accusation in that look, almost as if Azithan believed that Fes himself was responsible for making it difficult for the empire to succeed. Almost as if Azithan believed that Fes had some control over the dragons.

      “I thought it was only the Settlers who had a connection to the dragon fields,” Fes said.

      “The Settlers are more distantly related. They have some of the traits of the Deshazl, which allows them to handle dragon relics and use the power stored within them. I thought that why you were so useful to me.”

      Fes looked over at Azithan. “So the fire mages and the priests are both related to the Settlers?”

      “There are similarities, but time has made it so that we are not quite the same. And I think were the empire to believe that there were such similarities, those who carried those traits would be in danger.”

      “But if the traits of the Settlers are required for the ability to handle dragon relics…”

      “As I said, there are similarities, but they are not the same.”

      “The emperor is a fire mage,” Fes said.

      “That is the rumor.”

      “It’s more than a rumor, though. When I saw him, there were things that he was doing that were things that only a fire mage could do.”

      “I would question whether you were truly aware of what a fire mage can do, but as you are one of the Deshazl, it is likely that you would know.”

      “How would the emperor be able to handle dragon relics unless he was one of the Settlers?”

      “That is a very different question,” Azithan said.

      Fes met Azithan’s gaze. The fire mage pressed heat out from himself, and Fes wondered whether Azithan was using a relic or whether there was something more to it. He had made no effort to attack Fes, and Fes still wasn’t certain what he intended with the boy, or even why he was taking him northward.

      “Where were you going?” Fes asked.

      Azithan smiled tightly. “Now you begin to ask the appropriate questions.”

      “If you wanted to capture the boy, you would have taken him back to the capital. The fact that you were heading north means something else.”

      “It does.”

      “Where were you going with him?”

      “There is much that you still can learn, Fezarn. I had thought that you were related to the Settlers, and that was the reason for your success with reclaiming relics. I had never imagined that you could be one of the Deshazl.”

      “Azithan?”

      “And here you are. That fits why you were able to defeat Reina. She had grown powerful, possibly powerful enough that I wouldn’t have been able to defeat her.”

      “About that. I thought all of the fire mages worked together on behalf of the empire?”

      “The fire mages serve the empire, but we do so in our own ways. Not everyone views their responsibility the same.”

      “And how do you view your responsibility?”

      “Mine is… unique.”

      Fes looked over at Jayell. She still hadn’t moved, and the immobility made him uncomfortable. How long could she remain like that before something happened? And what of Griffin? The boy watched Fes, but he didn’t seem to be making much of a reaction otherwise. Either he was completely muted as it seemed or he had simply chosen not to speak.

      “Why would yours be unique?”

      Azithan studied Fes for a long moment. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It matters. It matters where you planned to take this boy. It matters with what you plan to do now that you believe that I am one of the Deshazl.”

      “It’s more than a belief that you are one of the Deshazl, Fezarn. Seeing you, seeing what you can do, tells me that you are one of the Deshazl.”

      “Even if I am, it doesn’t change anything.”

      “On the contrary. It changes everything.”

      Fes met Azithan’s gaze. The thin fire mage stared at him, heat building off him. How many dragon relics did Azithan have on him to generate that kind of heat? How much power was he pulling in order to demonstrate that?

      “You still haven’t answered what you intend to do with this boy.”

      “If you fear that I might harm him, let me put your mind at ease.”

      “I doubt that you can.”

      “Have I lied to you?”

      Fes stared at Azithan. “No. I suppose you haven’t.”

      “Then know that I have no interest in harming this boy.”

      “That still doesn’t explain what you intend to do with him.”

      “I intend for him to find a measure of peace.”

      Fes touched the hilt of one of his daggers. His mind raced through what Azithan had said and he tried to puzzle through everything else that he’d heard, but he found it difficult to understand exactly what was taking place. There was more to what Azithan planned than what he had shared. Then again, that wasn’t surprising. Azithan had always planned far more than what he had shared with Fes. Most of his assignments had been a mere part of the rest of the work that Azithan did. Fes would have once believed that Azithan collected and requested artifacts from people like himself so that he could help secure the empire. What if that wasn’t quite all that Azithan was after?

      “How do you intend for him to find a measure of peace?”

      Azithan fixed him with a heated stare. “I have answered your questions, Fezarn. We are at the limits of what answers I am willing to provide. And now it is time for you to continue on your way, to complete the tasks that have been assigned to you.”

      The suddenness surprised him. “Who is Elizabeth to you?”

      “She is dangerous. And if she controls a golem, she is dangerous not only to me but to a great many others. If you are one of the Deshazl, you might be the only one capable of stopping her.”

      “I have faced her already. And the golem. I don’t think there’s much I can do.”

      “Ah, Fezarn. You are far more capable than you give yourself credit for.”

      “It’s not a matter of how much credit I give myself,” Fes said. He thought of the way his daggers bounced off the golem. There wasn’t anything that Fes had been able to do. He didn’t understand why Azithan thought him capable of defeating the golem, but it was not something he thought he could do.

      “That is exactly what it has to do with,” Azithan said.

      “Do you intend to tell me where you are going?”

      “No. And as you have an assignment, it is all that you need to know.”

      “That’s not all I need to know.”

      Azithan studied him, his mouth drawn and a frown pinching his lips. “I will not harm this child if that is your concern.”

      Heat pressed off Azithan, and Fes didn’t think that he would be able to counter the fire mage if it were to come to that. He didn’t think that Azithan would harm the boy—not really—but he didn’t like the idea of leaving Griffin with the fire mage, as he had no idea just what the fire mage might do to him.

      “You expect me just to leave him with you.”

      “I expect you to do what you were hired to do, Fezarn. Do not fail in another task.”

      Fes tensed. “And what of her?”

      He looked at Jayell, and Azithan smiled tightly. “Are you concerned about this one?”

      “She only wanted to see the boy to safety. She doesn’t deserve…” Fes didn’t really know what she deserved. He didn’t know her well enough to know whether or not she was innocent, or whether or not she intended to use Griffin. Maybe she was no better than Azithan.

      “She will go with you,” Azithan said. “I think it is best that she not remain here.”

      “You don’t want her with you.”

      “I think it is unsafe for her to remain with me.”

      “Unsafe for her or for you?”

      “It is unsafe,” Azithan said.

      Fes breathed out. How would Jayell react to having Griffin disappear? Fes imagined that she wouldn’t take it well, considering everything she’d gone through to get him to this point.

      “This is not a discussion,” Azithan said.

      He stood and, with the blast of heat, created a barrier around himself and Griffin. It happened so fast that Fes could barely react. He attempted to slash at the barrier, but Azithan simply held it in place.

      “Finish your job, and then you can find me. Perhaps then we can have a different conversation,” Azithan said.

      Fes stared at him, debating whether he would press the point or whether he should simply do as Azithan asked.

      There came a coughing near him, and he turned to see Jayell coming out of her stupor. When he glanced back at Azithan, the fire mage was gone.
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      Fes stared into the distance. The stallion was fast and sleek, a much better horse than the one he had ridden out of the capital, and though it didn’t seem to mind him, there was a certain tension to the horse. Almost as if it were aware that Fes was not supposed to be riding.

      When he looked over at Jayell, he saw the same pensive expression on her face that he had seen for the last few days. Ever since losing Griffin to Azithan, Fes had not been able to get Jayell to shake it.

      “I don’t see anything,” she said.

      “There was movement. I’m sure of it,” Fes said. It had been a trail of dust, nothing more than that, and certainly not enough for him to feel confident with what he saw, but it was more than what they had seen for the last few days.

      “Movement could mean anything,” she said. “It could mean that you came across some animal, or—”

      Fes shook his head. “It was movement. Let’s at least go take a look?”

      Jayell nodded.

      Fes hadn’t been confident she would even agree to go with him. She had no obligation to him, and without the priest, there was no reason for her to remain. When he had shared with her what Azithan had said, she had decided to stay. He suspected her desire was to see if she might find him again, but Fes was heading in a different direction than Azithan, and his goal was now to find Indra and rescue her.

      They set the horses at a gallop and made good time cutting across the ground. The landscape here was gently rolling hillside, the grass barely above the horse's knees, and an occasional flower grew, giving fragrance to the air. Fes looked for signs of others coming through and found nothing. It could be that the grasses recovered quickly, or it could be that he was mistaken and there wasn’t anything in the distance.

      They had seen no sign of any others along the path since leaving the slaughter.

      “What do you intend to do if you find her?” Jayell asked.

      “I’m going to find some way of rescuing her.”

      Now it was no longer about agreeing to the job with Carter. Now it was about separating Indra from the other two and rescuing her. When he did, then it would be time to figure out how else he could keep her safe. He still wasn’t sure what that would entail, but he suspected it would involve something dangerous.

      And he was willing to bring her all the way to Toulen. If that was what it took, that was what he intended to do.

      Another hour passed, and the horses began to slow, growing tired under the effort of the speed that they were pushed to sustain. Fes called for a halt, pausing near a stream to let the horses drink, and when they had their fill, they hurried onward once again.

      As night began to fall, Fes felt a growing heat building.

      At first, he wasn’t sure what he was picking up on, but the longer that they rode, the more distinct that sense was. There was no question that he was feeling the power of a fire mage.

      He glanced over to Jayell to see if it was her, but she wore the same introspective look that she’d been wearing for the better part of the day. Whatever was happening was not from her.

      “Do you feel anything?” Fes asked.

      She blinked and glanced over at him. “What should I be feeling?”

      “There has been a growing heat in the air over the last hour or so. At first, I wasn’t sure what I was detecting, but the longer that we ride, the more certain I am that I feel it.”

      Jayell frowned and her brow furrowed in concentration. After a few moments, she shook her head. “I don’t feel anything.”

      Was it his Deshazl connection that made him so sensitive to fire magic? If that meant he was connected to the dragons, then what other abilities might he have?

      “I think there’s a fire mage nearby,” he said.

      The sun dipped toward the horizon, sending streaks of orange and red that made the heavy clouds on the horizon appear as though on fire. As he stared at the sky, a strange thought came to him. What must it have been like when the dragons flew across the sky? What had they been like, soaring through the sky, piercing the air with their screams, their flames burning swatches of land?

      And if Azithan was telling him the truth—and considering the relationship he and Azithan shared, Fes had no reason to doubt that he had been—the Deshazl had once commanded these dragons.

      Would his ancestors have been among them?

      With his parents gone, Fes doubted that he would ever learn enough about his ancestors to know those answers. And even if he learned that they would have, the dragons were gone, destroyed by the empire. The only thing that was left was the memory of that power.

      “I feel it,” Jayell said suddenly.

      Fes slowed his horse and Jayell followed suit. They sat in their saddles, looking around, and he surveyed the landscape, seeing nothing. No sign of anything that would indicate the fire mage. “What do you detect?”

      “The heat. I had to draw on the strength of a relic, but as I did, I could detect it.”

      “Wait… you had to draw on a relic to pick up on the heat?” The heat was even more potent now than it had been before. There was no questioning what he detected. It was the same power he always felt when confronting a fire mage.

      Could Azithan have followed him?

      He hadn’t seen where he’d gone, only that he had disappeared. He could use his fire mage magic to obscure himself and hide, which meant that he could be anywhere. Even following them.

      “The relic allows me to increase my sensitivity to the magic used. Whoever is doing this is powerful.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Because the effect is spread over an enormous area. It’s large enough that I can now feel it, and if what you said about picking up on it before is true, then it was even larger. That indicates an incredibly powerful fire mage.”

      “Like Azithan.”

      She looked over at him. He had told her what happened, but she didn’t believe that Azithan wouldn’t hurt Griffin. She seemed to think that Azithan wanted only to destroy him as a threat to the empire, and Fes wasn’t entirely sure that wasn’t true. Why wouldn’t the empire destroy him if the emperor believed that the Deshazl could command the dragons?

      For that matter, why hadn’t Azithan destroyed Fes once he discovered who—and what—he was?

      Unless he still intended to do so. Fes wouldn’t put it past Azithan to let him think that he was getting the better of him, only to prepare for when Fes might return to the capital. After what had happened, could he return?

      He wasn’t sure. Not anymore.

      “I can’t tell whether it’s Azithan. I don’t have enough experience with him to know whether or not he would be the one to have this kind of power.”

      Fes thought about what he had seen of Azithan when he had first appeared with the soldiers. Azithan had been incredibly strong, using enough heat and force to resist Fes’s ability to cut through the magic. Then again, Fes didn’t know how hard it was for someone to resist his ability. He didn’t have a great understanding of the extent of his ability and what that meant.

      “I don’t either.”

      “If it’s him, then we need to be cautious,” Jayell said.

      “I don’t think Azithan was coming in the same direction as us,” Fes said. Wherever he was going, Azithan was taking the boy somewhere that he believed would keep him safe. But where could that be? Did Azithan intend to bring him to Anuhr? If he did, there wouldn’t be anything that Fes could do to reach him, and he doubted that there was anything that he could do that would make a difference.

      They continued riding, and the heat continued to build. It pressed against Fes, a steady building energy that was unmistakable. Every so often, Fes glanced over at Jayell, and he saw the concerned expression on her face. She could feel it, but for her to do so, she had to exert her control over a dragon relic. He knew how the priests felt about utilizing the dragon relics in such a way.

      “We need to go faster,” Fes said.

      “I don’t know that we can.”

      “Why?”

      Jayell looked around her. “Can’t you feel it? I don’t think that we are meant to go any faster. Whatever is happening is intentionally slowing us.”

      Fes couldn’t tell whether that was the case. As far as he could tell, the horses were making steady time, but maybe it was only his perception.

      He unsheathed one of his daggers and began to slash at the air. It was doubtful that it would make a difference, but if there was anything that could happen, then he was willing to give it a try.

      At first, Fes felt nothing. It was almost as if every attempt that he made failed.

      Gradually, far too slowly for his liking, he began to feel the dagger part through the heat barrier.

      It was almost as if he were cutting through something incredibly thick, as if the spell created a density that he could barely separate.

      “What are you doing?” Jayell asked.

      “There’s something with my daggers that allows me to pierce a fire mage’s spell.”

      Jayell glanced over at his daggers before shaking her head. “There’s nothing about your daggers that allows that,” she said.

      Fes shrugged. “From what I can tell, there is.”

      “A dragon relic wouldn’t allow you to cut through a spell. Others have tried.”

      “Even others who have a connection to the relics?” After what he’d learned, he wondered if maybe it had something to do with the fact that he was tied to those ancient dragons somehow. Maybe a Settler would have been able to use the daggers in such a way.

      “No fire mage I know of has that ability.”

      Fes frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Only that in the time that I trained with the fire mages, there was none there who could cut through a spell. Even if they held another relic, they weren’t able to do that.”

      Fes glanced at his dagger. “Maybe these are different daggers,” he said.

      “Maybe,” Jayell said.

      But why should that be? Why should he have some other connection with his daggers than someone else who had more control over their abilities?

      He shouldn’t.

      Which meant it was something about him.

      Did he even need the daggers?

      “What was it like when you trained with the fire mages?” The movement in the distance seemed no closer, but at least it seemed no farther, either.

      “It was… amazing,” she said. Her eyes took on a faraway expression. “I remember when I was first discovered. The idea that I had the potential to reach for the power within the dragon relics seemed impossible.”

      “Were you in the capital?”

      She shook her head. “There aren’t many fire mages who are discovered within the capital.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I’m not entirely certain, though maybe it has something to do with the fact that many people within the capital come from other places.”

      Fes frowned. Could it be that the fire mages had a connection to the ancient dragon lands as well as the Settlers and the Deshazl? It was an idea that made sense, and it was one that he would have to ask Azithan about, if the fire mage intended to be honest with him. Fes wasn’t entirely confident that he would. Considering what had happened, it was possible that Azithan would try to conceal things from him.

      “I was discovered by an older fire mage, a woman by the name of Bethara. As far as I could tell, she was known to be quite powerful. When she came for me, she brought me from my homeland to study with the rest of the potentials.”

      “Potentials?”

      Jayell nodded. “That is what those with the ability to handle the relics are referred to. They have the potential to become a fire mage, but not all are able to do so. Not all reach the point where they can use that power. Most do nothing more than gain the ability to safely handle the relics. Many will stay within the fire mage temple, serving the rest of the fire mages. Others will go on and move beyond the potential stage and gain the first level.”

      Fes leaned forward in his saddle, trying to see if he could glimpse anything in the distance. It was still difficult to do so. Whatever was out there was either moving very quickly or they were moving so slowly as to make little difference.

      “What are those who move beyond the potential stage called?” It was interesting to hear about the different levels of the fire mage. It was something that Fes would never have given much thought to.

      “Those in the stage beyond are called embers.”

      Fes smiled to himself. “And what happens after you become an ember?”

      “There is a great amount of training involved,” she said. “It’s it is difficult and trying, and many people don’t pass beyond the ember phase.”

      “What about you? Did you make it past ember?”

      Fes had a hard time thinking that she didn’t considering how skilled she managed to be with utilizing the dragon relic. That spoke of some level of knowledge.

      “I had reached the ember stage and was beginning to test for first-degree flame.”

      Again, the title amused him and he smiled. “First-degree flame?”

      She nodded. “There are three degrees of flames. Only the greatest ever progress to reach the level of third-degree flame.”

      “What about Azithan?”

      “I was only an ember. I don’t know what levels other fire mages might be. Given the way that he was able to completely incapacitate me, and the power that you describe, it’s likely that he was a third flame.”

      Fes thought that likely as well. Azithan served the empire, and the emperor, in particular. His proximity to the emperor meant that he would have to be incredibly powerful and that if he were not, it would make it much more difficult to be of much use.

      “What does the difference in levels mean?”

      “I didn’t have a chance to learn the intricacies. When you are studying with the fire mages, you only learn what is needed to pass to the next stage in your training.”

      “You had to have some idea.”

      “The only thing that I could say with any certainty is that the farther you go, the more that you progress in your training, the more intricate the spells one is able to create.”

      “It doesn’t have anything to do with the amount of power that can be pulled from a dragon relic?” He thought about the different sizes of dragon pearls, along with some of the other relics that Azithan had asked him to collect. He imagined that had some bearing. It seemed like it would have to. Then again, even if it did, maybe the power that was available within the relics had little to do with the type of spell that was used.

      “When we were training as embers, we were only able to get access to some of the weakest relics.”

      Fes glanced over to her pocket, where she had stored the dragon pearls. “The relics that you have don’t seem terribly weak.”

      “It is different when you train with the priests,” she said.

      “How so?”

      “The priests have no interest in preventing access to the relics. The entire purpose of having them is to protect them. If someone has the potential to draw from them, to use the power stored within them, they are given access.”

      Fes wasn’t certain which method was better. He considered that the way the priests operated meant that there was a greater likelihood that anyone could have access to the dragon relics, but was that for the best? Some of the priests might not be ready for the power that would be found within the dragon relics. If they managed to get a hold of them too soon, it could be that they would sacrifice the power within those relics, wasting them in their practice as they attempted to gain experience.

      Maybe the way that the fire mages trained made more sense.

      He glanced over at Jayell and chose not to say that.

      “Are there the same levels of distinction for the priests?” he asked.

      “There are various levels within the priesthood as well. It is a little hazier, and it has more to do with affiliation than anything else.”

      “Affiliation?”

      “Not all relics can be used by all priests.”

      Fes had seen that firsthand, hadn’t he? There was something about the type of relic that mattered, and he suspected that it made a difference for the fire mages, though as far as he’d been able to tell, Azithan hadn’t seemed to care about the type of relic that he sent Fes after. All he cared about was whether the relic was effective.

      Could it have to do with the color trapped within the relic? Fes didn’t know enough about the various relics or about the power stored within them, but it seemed as if not many people could see the color trapped within them. Part of him wondered whether it was only imagined, but he was confident that it was there, a part of the relic no different than the striations. And when the relic was inert, the power used up, those colors faded.

      “Why do you think that is?”

      Jayell shrugged. “There are theories about that. Even in the temple when we studied with the fire mages, there were some who believed that some relics could be used by only particular people.”

      “And what do the theories suggest?”

      “There are different theories, and they all have different ideas about why the relics would work for certain people. The one that seems the most credible to me is that there were different types of dragons, and because of that, there were different types of relics.”

      That was the first that Fes heard about that. “What different types of dragons were there?”

      “Those who study the dragon relics suggest some were larger than others, and that the different types of dragon gave rise to different types of power.”

      “How many different kinds of dragons?”

      Jayell shrugged again. “I was focused more on understanding what I could do, rather than on understanding the difference between the dragons.”

      It was another question that he needed to ask of Azithan. The more that he learned, the more it seemed Azithan was the one who could provide the answers he sought.

      Fes had opened his mouth to say something when he caught sight of movement.

      This time, the movement was more apparent.

      He motioned to it, and he and Jayell veered off the path they had been following and headed across the land. In the distance, there was a large city. It spread out in front of them, sprawling along the bank of a river that cut through the landscape.

      “What city do you think that is?”

      “That is Idaris.”

      “How do you know?”

      “That was where we were heading.”

      “Why there?”

      “When we were traveling alone, Donathon wanted us to focus on places that would offer protection throughout our travels. He thought that in doing so, we could find others who might be partial to our plight, and they might be inclined to assist us.”

      “I thought that there were plenty of people who would help the priests.”

      “Not as many as you might think. The priesthood doesn’t have the same cachet that it once did.”

      “I’m not sure that the priesthood has ever had that much cachet,” Fes said.

      “Perhaps not in the empire, but there are other places where it does.”

      “Is the city safe for us?” Fes asked.

      “It should be safe enough.”

      “What I should be asking is whether the city is safe for you.”

      Jayell glanced over at him, meeting his gaze for a long moment. “The city is safe enough.”

      Fes stared into the distance. There was nothing remarkable about the city, at least from where he stood. As far as he could tell, it was a typical city sprawling along the river. Most of the buildings were simple square structures, though a few taller buildings rose up, and near the south end of the city, a massive complex rested near the river itself. From the hillside, he could see a forest to the south and wondered whether or not it might contain a sawmill. It would be strange, considering that most of the buildings were built out of stone rather than wood, nothing like those in the capital.

      Would they have brought Indra through here?

      There was no questioning that he had felt the power of a fire mage pushing on him, and as he thought about it, he still did. The effect was lessened, almost as if his efforts to slice through the spell with his dagger had been somewhat successful.

      And if he did find Indra, what next?

      Somehow, it would involve him confronting Elizabeth, and Fes didn’t think that he wanted to do that because regardless of what Azithan said about her, she was skilled and dangerous. She had already confined him once and nearly killed him. He wouldn’t put it past her to succeed a second time.

      And what of Carter?

      She had brought him out on this journey, and it was her fault that he was here to begin with, so he knew that she was a willing participant, but there had been a bit of reluctance to her when Fes had seen her last. Could she have changed her mind about working with Elizabeth?

      “You were headed this direction. What else is here?” Fes asked.

      “Nothing. A place to rest before heading north toward the dragon plains. Nothing more.”

      “There has to be something more. They would have a reason for being here.”

      “There’s a crossing over the bridge north of the city, but it’s heavily guarded.”

      Fes groaned. That was it. “A crossing into Toulen?”

      She nodded.

      “That’s why they’re here, then.” But if he felt the pressure from the fire magic, it meant they were still here.

      Why?

      “Do you still feel the barrier there?” Fes asked.

      Jayell closed her eyes, and when she did, there was a soft buildup of heat from her. It focused through a necklace that he hadn’t paid much attention to. Now that he felt it, he studied the jewelry and realized that it had to be a fragment of dragon bone. That was what she used to focus.

      The heat eased and her eyes opened.

      “It’s still there, but it’s not quite as potent as it had been.”

      That was Fes’s feeling, too. Whatever it was that the fire mage—whether it was Elizabeth or someone else—was doing, it had eased off. Did that mean that Elizabeth was not as close by as he had thought her to be? Or could the effort of staying within the city have diluted her power in some way?

      Fes rode toward the city, keeping his focus on whether or not there would be any other movement. He wasn’t sure what he might come across, but now that they were close to a city, he knew that he needed to be careful. And if the fire mage was here, maybe there would be enough distraction that Fes could figure out what she might be after.

      As they descended into the city, he looked around and started to tense. He glanced over at Jayell and saw her doing the same.

      “Why are there so many of the emperor's guard here?” she asked.

      Fes shook his head. He couldn’t take his eyes off them. There had to have been a dozen or more soldiers already present in the city. All were wearing the crimson and gold, and all were armed with swords or bows. The people of the city, those not dressed in the emperor's colors, seemed to ignore them. Almost as if they made a point of ignoring them.

      And then Fes saw a face he recognized.

      He turned the horses away, trying to veer down a side street, but he wasn’t quick enough.

      Why would Captain Jaken be here?
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      Jayell gave Fes a sharp glance. “What is it?” she asked as they headed down a narrow street. The storefronts on either side of them marked off simple shops, things such as a metalsmith or wax maker. None of the shops were open, which made it difficult to consider disappearing inside one of them.

      “I recognized one of the soldiers,” he said.

      “A soldier? I thought that you were a collector.”

      She said the word with an edge to it, and he wondered if she had nearly called him a scavenger. Could she know how much he hated that word?

      “I am a collector, but before I left, I was summoned before the emperor. The man I saw back there is one of his high-ranking Dragon Guards.”

      He glanced over his shoulder, but there was no movement at the end of the street, not yet.

      Fes kicked the horse to go faster and felt as if the sound of the horse's hooves on the stones was far too loud. Loud enough that it would give away their location. There was no getting around that. No getting around the fact that he and Jayell might have been spotted, and if Captain Jaken brought his troops to bear on Fes, what could he do?

      Nothing.

      And yet, if Jaken was here, what did that mean?

      Could Azithan be here?

      Fes had thought that the heat he was detecting wasn’t from Azithan and that it was from another fire mage, but if Captain Jaken was here, that meant that the emperor had sent soldiers he trusted out of the city.

      “I don’t think we should move so quickly through the city,” Jayell said.

      “I don’t know that we have much choice,” Fes said. “If he catches us…”

      He wasn’t sure what would happen if Jaken were to catch them. Maybe nothing. Maybe he only wanted to ensure that Fes completed his task, but perhaps the emperor had sent him to collect Fes.

      And Azithan had been with some of the emperor's men. Could the emperor have discovered that Fes had slaughtered them?

      If he had, it wouldn’t be surprising for the emperor to send soldiers after him.

      They turned a corner, and he came face to face with a pair of Dragon Guards.

      The men studied him, and one of them brought his bow up, reaching for an arrow.

      Fes didn’t wait. He launched himself from the saddle, landing in a roll. He unsheathed his daggers and slammed the hilt of one of them into the archer and exploded upward, slamming his shoulder into the stomach of the other, who was reaching for his sword.

      Both men crumpled.

      He looked up at Jayell. “We need to get moving.”

      “They might not have been after you before,” she said.

      “It’s possible,” Fes said. And if they hadn’t been before, now that he had attacked these soldiers, it was likely that they would be after him now. Which meant that he needed to move and do so quickly.

      Where could they go?

      They needed to either get out of the city—and if they did, they would have to ride quickly to escape the notice of the soldiers—or they would have to hide.

      Hiding in the city was less desirable, but what choice did they have? Only, if they were hiding, there was no way that he would be able to search for Indra and Carter.

      Where could they go?

      “How do you think they recognized us?”

      As Fes was climbing into the saddle of his horse, he frowned. “Probably the horses,” he said. He hadn’t considered that before, but the horses were empire mounts. He glanced back and saw branding along the left flank.

      He should have considered that before, as it marked them as either working for the emperor or having stolen from him.

      “Dragon flame!” Jayell said softly.

      Fes smiled to himself. It was the first time he’d heard her swear, and there was something about the way that she did that he found amusing. “Come on,” he said, prompting them to hurry.

      They continued through the streets, weaving through each intersection, heading deeper into the city. Idaris wasn’t a large city, but large enough that they could get lost in it, and he rode quickly, trying to get someplace where they could stable the horses—hopefully with others so theirs would go unnoticed—and sit for a while.

      “Where do you want us to go?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe—”

      Fes heard the sound of music down the street. A tavern. It was as good a place to hide as any. He would have been happier finding a baker or someplace else that they could go to conceal themselves, but a tavern would do.

      And maybe they could find a place to stay for the night.

      They might need to if they were to hide from the soldiers. If they found a room, they could either wait out the occupation of the city or they could sneak off overnight. In the darkness, it would be easier to escape soldiers, and he would be less likely to be noticed riding a stolen horse of the empire.

      When they reached the tavern, Fes noticed soldiers moving at the opposite end of the street. They didn’t notice them. At least, not yet. He rode around back, where a narrow paddock held a couple other horses, and he led theirs inside. It wasn’t enclosed as much as he would’ve liked, but it was better than nothing.

      He grabbed Jayell’s hand and guided her to the entrance of the tavern.

      When he stepped inside, he swore under his breath. There had to be ten soldiers in here. Most of them sat at one end of the room, occupying a long table near the musician. There were others inside, likely locals, and a few of them glanced up when he entered. He could see from frustration on their faces. They were likely accustomed to having the tavern to themselves, and having it filled with soldiers of the empire meant that they had to be on a different sort of behavior.

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

      Fes breathed out. “It has to be, now. If we turn around, it will garner even more attention.”

      They started into the tavern and took a seat at a table along one wall. As soon as they did, the door opened and another pair of soldiers entered. Were they the same ones that Fes had seen down the street?

      He and Jayell tipped their heads down. Fes stared at the table but tried to keep watch out of the corner of his eye.

      “Fes,” she said.

      He shook his head. “No names.”

      He didn’t know whether the soldiers would recognize his name, but Jaken would. He didn’t want anyone to be aware that he was here because if they somehow were, he might need to fight, but he had no interest in doing so. Fighting would draw more attention.

      Fes turned his attention to the soldiers, trying to listen. Most of them were murmuring quietly and a few were dicing, saying nothing as they played out their rolls. Others were eating, picking at trays of food that didn’t smell terribly appetizing. Some were laughing, but they sat nearest to the minstrel, making it hard for Fes to hear.

      “How long are we going to stay here?” Jayell asked.

      “Hopefully not long,” Fes replied.

      One of the servers appeared from behind the door and brought a couple of mugs of ale to the soldiers’ table. When he was done, he stopped at Fes and Jayell’s table. He studied them for a long moment. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

      Fes tensed. He hazarded a glance at the nearest table of soldiers, wondering if they had overheard. One of his hands drifted to his dagger, preparing for an attack were it necessary.

      “Just passing through,” Fes said.

      “Like them?” The server pointed to the soldiers.

      “Are they just passing through?” Fes asked.

      “From what they tell us, they are. They been here the better part of two days and haven’t left yet, so I’m not entirely sure how long they intend to stay.”

      He said the last little more softly and Fes glanced up at the server, noticing the tension around the corners of his eyes. This was someone who wasn’t all that thrilled with the fact that he had soldiers of the empire filling his tavern.

      Then again, Fes couldn’t blame him. The soldiers of the empire had free rein, and likely caused more trouble than they were worth. How much of his typical business had been lost because of them?

      “It’s not that often that you see so many soldiers in a tavern like this.”

      “It’s not so common that so many soldiers of the empire come all the way out to Idaris.”

      “Why do you think they’re here?”

      The server shook his head. “I’m sure the emperor, in his infinite wisdom, has some great plan. We are honored that they are here.”

      Fes studied him for a moment, trying to determine whether he was making a joke or not. Then again, a man like this was probably trying to protect himself more than anything else.

      “At least the city is safer for their presence.”

      “You would think so.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      The server frowned for a moment. “What can I get you?”

      “We would like some food and room for the night,” Fes said.

      Jayell’s eyes widened.

      “I’m afraid we don’t have any rooms for the night. Soldiers have most of them.”

      “Is there any place that we could stay?”

      “There are other inns nearby. You could try the Dragon’s Breath.”

      “And where is that?”

      “A few streets down. It’s a little different than the Earnest Craw, but I know the owner, and they will treat you well enough.”

      “And are you sure that they don’t have an inn full of soldiers staying there, as well?”

      “I can’t promise, but I suspect that they have a little more space. It’s a larger tavern than this.”

      Fes grabbed for couple coins and set them on the table. The server took them, glancing at them for a moment before slipping them into his pocket. “I’ll bring you out some food.”

      When he was gone, Fes leaned back and sighed. Somehow, they would have to figure out what was taking place in the city, but doing so put them into contact with the soldiers.

      He looked over at Jayell. Jaken might know him, but he wouldn’t know her, would he?

      “I don’t like the way that you’re looking at me.”

      “I don’t mean to look at you in some unpleasant way. It’s just that I’m thinking that we need information, and for us to do so, it might require that you be a part of it.”

      She frowned. “I’m not going to question the soldiers.”

      “I didn’t suggest that you do. If the opportunity presents itself, we take a chance to see what we can learn from them.”

      “And what opportunity is that?”

      “I don’t know. I think that we’ll know it when we see it.”

      The server returned and set two trays down. Both of them had stacks of thinly sliced meat that surprisingly smelled quite delectable. After spending as much time as he had on the road, maybe anything would smell good. The vegetables had a nice crunch to them and he dug in, enjoying the turnips and carrots, taking quick bites of his meat. Within a short period of time, he had finished his food.

      Jayell took longer. She picked at the meat and turned to the vegetables slowly.

      “What is it?” Fes asked.

      “I can’t shake the thought of what happened to Griffin.”

      “We don’t know what happened to Griffin. For all we know, he is being treated well.”

      “Do you really believe that? Knowing who has him, are you sure that we can believe that he is being treated well?”

      “I know that he committed to not hurting him.”

      That had to matter. When it came to Azithan, a promise like that, a commitment to not harm Griffin, mattered. But what did Azithan want with him?

      It had to do with the fact that he was Deshazl, but if that were the case, why would he want Griffin and not Fes? The boy wasn’t even able to speak, and it seemed to Fes that would make him less desirable.

      “I wish that I had the same faith as you.”

      “It’s not that I have any sort of faith,” Fes said. “I’m completely ambivalent when it comes to spirituality.”

      “How can you be ambivalent? You have seen the power of the dragons.”

      “Have I? I’ve seen that the dragon relics have power, but no one has ever worshiped a fire mage.”

      “You might be surprised.”

      “Why is that?”

      “There are places where the fire mages are worshiped.”

      “What?”

      “Do you think that the empire is the only place that has fire mages?”

      Fes frowned. “I thought that the relics were only found in the dragon plains. And that the empire had been responsible for securing them.”

      “Most of the relics were acquired by the empire. That was what happened to them following the destruction of the dragons.”

      She lowered her voice and tried to keep herself from looking up, almost as if afraid to speak too loudly with the soldiers around. If she shared too much, it would reveal her as either a dragon priest or as someone else with knowledge. He understood that she needed to be careful, and he was appreciative of the fact that she recognized the need.

      “According to the stories within the priesthood, following the war and the destruction of the dragons, many of the dragon relics were brought out of the empire, to secure them and save them, keeping them from the empire.”

      “What kind of items were those?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t been any place outside of the empire to learn what else might be kept there.”

      “Could that be why Elizabeth would want somebody from Toulen?”

      He said the name too loudly and realized almost too late. One of the soldiers glanced up and looked his direction. Fes forced a weary smile, trying to make himself as unthreatening as possible. He wasn’t sure that he did a good job at that.

      “I don’t know. It’s possible. For all I know, they seek to acquire all of the remaining relics.”

      “What type of relics were brought out of the empire?”

      Jayell leaned over her tray and took a few bites. “You don’t understand,” she said between bites. “It’s not as if there are great records of that time. Even what we have is difficult to understand. You’re talking about a time that came a thousand years ago.”

      “And even though so long ago,” Fes said, keeping an eye on the soldiers. Had a couple of them shifted in their direction? He couldn’t be certain. Maybe they had, but it was just as likely that they were eating or had moved their chairs so that they could talk more easily. “There is still quite a bit known. Such as how the empire acquired all of the artifacts.”

      “But they didn’t,” Jayell said. “The dragon fields weren’t even accessible for… a long time.”

      “Why is that?” He hadn’t heard that part of the story.

      “The first people to enter the dragon fields were called the dragonwalkers. Only they had some way of withstanding the heat and pain of the dragon fields.”

      “I know of the dragonwalkers,” Fes said.

      “Most people do. The empire has not been quiet about them, even if they could have been. But people don’t realize that the dragonwalkers didn’t deliver everything to the empire. They had other options.”

      He smiled to himself. That was easier for him to believe. He could more easily believe that his ancestors chose to barter for their services, searching for the best price. It was something that Fes could get behind.

      “What kind of things were sold elsewhere?”

      “Have you ever seen a dragon skull?”

      Fes frowned. As he thought about it, he hadn’t. There were replicas of dragon skulls, but he had seen nothing that would have been what he would expect as a dragon skull. Could there have been a skull remaining on the Draconis Pass?

      Maybe. Had Fes taken the time to look, it was possible that he would have seen one, but he had been more fixated on defeating Reina.

      “Are you saying that the emperor doesn’t have any?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s possible that a third-degree flame might know, and it’s possible that the emperor would know, but…”

      She turned her attention back to the tray and began eating again, digging in with gusto. Fes watched her eat and said nothing. Instead, he kept his focus on the soldiers around them, trying to pay attention to whether or not they were listening. So far, Fes had seen nothing that indicated that they might have been. Maybe they could eat and disappear, move over to the Dragon’s Breath to find a room for the night without raising any more notice.

      Then the door opened.

      Fes glanced over and saw Captain Jaken enter.

      He paused at the door, his hand on the hilt of his sword, and his gaze swept around the tavern.

      “Skies of Fire,” Fes whispered.

      Jayell looked over at him and heat burst from her suddenly, enveloping Fes at the same time as Captain Jaken turned his attention to him.
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      “Don’t move,” Jayell said.

      Fes sat utterly motionless, his hand resting on the side of his face as if he were a weary traveler staring at his tray. His other hand was at the hilt of his dagger, prepared to unsheathe it at any moment. He could feel the heat of the spell Jayell had wrapped around him. What was she thinking?

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Jaken making his way into the tavern. Somehow, his gaze had slipped past Fes, and he had decided to saunter into the tavern.

      He took a seat nearest the door at the table with the soldiers and rested his hands on the tabletop.

      “Who is he?” Jayell whispered.

      “The person who would be able to identify me,” Fes said. He flicked his gaze to her. “What is it that you did?”

      “Nothing but a mild concealment. I don’t know how long I can hold it.”

      “Then we should go.”

      “I can’t hold it while we’re moving.”

      Skies of Fire. That left them trapped. Worse, the fact that she was holding a spell meant that she was drawing power from her dragon relics, and if she did that long enough, she would be weakened. They might not have enough power were they to need it.

      “The moment he turns away, we need to get out of here,” Fes said.

      Jayell nodded.

      Fes met her gaze. Her eyes were tight, and he could see the effort of maintaining this spell. “This isn’t easy for you, is it?”

      “This is one of the more complicated spells that I know,” she whispered.

      “Why do I get the sense that you aren’t telling me everything?”

      She breathed out. “I am worried that holding this will reveal my presence to the fire mage who has to be in the city.”

      With Jayell’s attention on him, with her spell wrapped around him, Fes couldn’t feel the energy of the other fire mage. For that matter, he hadn’t been aware of it ever since entering the tavern. Either it had grown more distant, or coming inside the tavern had mitigated its effect.

      “Hold it as long as you can. If we come across a fire mage,” Fes said, lowering his voice as much as he could, “we will deal with that. For now, I don’t think that we could overpower the dozen soldiers here.”

      “We have once.”

      “We have once, but we don’t need to.”

      And if they did, he worried about running the risk of having all of the soldiers in the city coming down upon them. How many could they withstand?

      Fes didn’t like the odds of handling any more than what they had already dealt with. And it wasn’t that he wanted to combat the soldiers. They were doing a job, and whether that job was finding him or whether there was some other purpose, he had no reason to attack them—unless they came after him.

      “Any word?” one of the soldiers asked Jaken.

      “Nothing. I don’t know where he has gone.”

      “Are you sure that we were to meet here?” the other soldier asked. He had a square jaw, and his hair was cut short. The stripes on his jacket indicated his rank, though Fes wasn’t familiar enough with the Dragon Guard to know how they were organized. Likely, this man was just below the captain in rank.

      “I am sure that we were to meet in Idaris.”

      “The scouts haven’t heard anything.”

      “No. I’m aware of that.”

      “And what of her?”

      “She grows impatient. She says that we should have found him by now.”

      Were they talking about Fes? If so, did that mean the emperor now wanted him captured?

      And by her, he could only imagine that they were talking about Elizabeth. He knew that she was well connected to the emperor, perhaps as much as Azithan.

      “Have you seen what she’s doing?” the other man asked.

      Jaken glanced over. “It’s not my place to watch what she’s doing.”

      “Maybe not, but the size of that pearl—”

      Jaken slammed his hand on the table, silencing the other man.

      At least Fes thought he had an understanding of how so much power was being used. A dragon pearl, and an enormous one. In his mind, the pearl was probably the same size as the dragon heart, and that had been enormous.

      “Don’t speak so freely here.”

      “Fine, but we need to finish this before we can move on to the next. There has been word that rebels are moving north of here.”

      “We have troops that will take care of the rebels,” Jaken said.

      “Not in the numbers that I’ve heard about. It might be that we need her help.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Fes could see Jaken clenching his jaw. Did he not care for the fire mage?

      That was interesting. Maybe he could use it if it came to that.

      Then again, Fes intended to be gone long before it came to needing information that he could use against Jaken. Jaken was skilled, and more than that, he carried with him a dragonglass blade that was much larger than anything Fes carried.

      What would he be able to do with a sword like that?

      He shouldn’t think like that, but he couldn’t help it. With a dragonglass blade the size of those that the Dragon Guard carried, Fes wondered whether he might be able to cut through a fire mage’s spells even more effectively. Maybe he wouldn’t need to fear Elizabeth’s power. Maybe he wouldn’t even need to fear Azithan’s power.

      The server appeared out of the kitchen and made his way toward Jaken. When he stood in front of him, Fes nodded to Jayell. “Now.”

      They got to their feet, and he stayed in front of her and reached the door as he felt the heat from her spell fading.

      Without meaning to, he cast a glance over his shoulder as the door closed behind him. Jaken looked in his direction.

      “Stupid,” he whispered, forcing her forward.

      “What?”

      He raced around the corner of the building. Jayell followed. “Be ready,” he said.

      “Ready for what?”

      “Ready for the Dragon Guard to appear.”

      She frowned and reached into her pocket, pulling out a pair of dragon pearls. They were the same pearls she had used before, and he didn’t know how much power was remaining within them. Eventually, she would use all that was left within them and they would be rendered inert. The priest side of her would hate that.

      Fes didn’t have to wait long. One of the Dragon Guard appeared around the corner. He seemed surprised to see Fes and Jayell, and Fes slammed the hilt of his dagger into the man’s temple, knocking him down.

      “You intend to render them all unconscious?” Jayell asked.

      “If we kill all of them, we will draw the emperor’s attention even more.”

      “I am a Priest of the Flame,” she said. “I already have the attention of the emperor.”

      “I doubt that you want this kind of attention,” he said. “Don’t kill them. Just… incapacitate them.”

      She nodded. Fes was actually surprised that she would be disappointed in the fact that he wanted her to incapacitate rather than kill. Most of the priests were pacifists. At least, those that he had met. Then, there had been Alison’s grandfather. He hadn’t been completely passive. He had been willing to fight when it came to it, though that had mostly had to do with defeating Reina. Would he have felt equally compelled against the Dragon Guard?

      Another pair of soldiers appeared, and Fes took them both out. He almost didn’t have a chance to recover before three more appeared.

      He glanced around, looking for a way out, but they were trapped in the alley.

      They couldn’t even get their horses free.

      There had to be another way out of here, but doing so would mean abandoning the horses. It was likely that they could find other horses, but that would be difficult and time-consuming—time that they didn’t necessarily have.

      “Jayell?” Fes asked.

      Heat bloomed from her. There was a soft explosion and the three soldiers were thrown backward.

      How many had they seen in the tavern?

      Fes imagined what they had come across, and recalled at least a dozen, but that was only within the tavern. Outside of the tavern, there would have been many more, especially if they were talking about confronting the rebellion. Dragon bones. How many soldiers had the emperor sent out on this mission?

      “We need to get moving,” he said.

      “The horses?”

      Fes glanced at the paddock but shook his head. “I think we have to leave them.”

      “We won’t make very good time on foot.”

      “I don’t think it’s about getting out of the city. Not yet.”

      If they could reach the Dragon’s Breath, maybe they could find some way of hiding. The server had claimed that the owner would be good to them, and once they had a room, they could conceal their presence more easily.

      But first, they had to get there.

      Fes motioned toward the back of the alley, and Jayell followed him there. When they reached the end of it, another pair of soldiers appeared, and they shouted when they saw their fallen comrades.

      “Not much time now,” Fes said.

      He glanced up. The rooftop was a short jump, and if he could reach it…

      One of the soldiers appeared behind him. Fes spun, swinging out with his dagger, and missed.

      The man slammed into his chest, forcing Fes back against the building. He nearly dropped his dagger and kicked out in anger. His boot caught the man in the stomach, and he grunted.

      Another soldier appeared and came thundering toward Fes, unmindful of the danger.

      As he neared them, heat exploded from Jayell, and the soldier went flying backward.

      Fes grabbed Jayell and boosted her to the edge of the rooftop. “Go,” he said.

      “What about you?”

      Three soldiers came racing down the alley. One of them was Jaken.

      “I will be right behind you.”

      Jaken unsheathed, and Fes’s gaze was drawn to the dragonglass sword.

      The other two carried steel blades.

      Fes wanted that dragonglass sword.

      It was a mistake, he knew it was, but he couldn’t change the fact that if he could have a dragonglass sword, he might be able to be better protected if Elizabeth attacked. He would be better protected if he had to face power like he’d detected from Azithan.

      “Now!” Fes said.

      Above him, heat bloomed. It exploded, streaking toward the three soldiers, but Jaken merely swiped at it with his dragonglass sword, disrupting the spell.

      Was it the sword—or could Jaken be Deshazl? Either he was Deshazl or there was something about the dragonglass that was important. Much as he had suggested to Jayell.

      Fes doubted that Jaken was Deshazl. If he were, there would be no way that he would be working with the emperor.

      He closed his eyes for a moment, squeezing them shut as he focused on images designed to increase the rage that boiled within him. If nothing else, he wanted that power, wanted the ability to overcome them.

      Indra floated to the front of his mind. With her came Griffin. It was almost as if the two of them called to him, demanding that he find the strength necessary for what he needed to do.

      Heat boiled within his blood.

      Fes jumped.

      As it often did, the jump carried him up and over, and he flipped in the air, landing behind the two soldiers. He jammed the hilt of his dagger into the back of one man and sent him staggering forward. The other twisted, turning to face him, and Fes had to dance back out of the way.

      Too late, he realized two other soldiers were behind him.

      He thought that he could jump and escape, but he wasn’t entirely sure. Maybe he couldn’t.

      Fes met a sword with his dagger, and the dragonglass slipped through the steel, turning the blade into a stub of metal. Fes tried to swing the hilt of his dagger around and catch the man, but he wasn’t able to do that, not and keep himself alive.

      It meant that he would have to attack for real.

      Doing so would set him against the emperor. Was that what he wanted?

      The next soldier darted forward, and Fes slashed with his daggers, cutting the blade, and then jabbed one into his belly. The man fell backward.

      Jaken stared at him, watching but not engaging.

      That worried him, but he didn’t have time to think about it too much.

      Two other soldiers came at him from either side, and Fes kicked upward, spinning in the air so that he could twist and jam his dagger into the back of one man while his boot connected with the forehead of another. Both men fell.

      The remaining soldier staggered toward him, and Fes jumped, kicking him in the face.

      That left only Jaken.

      “You understand what you have done,” Jaken said.

      “I understand that you came to attack me.”

      “You wouldn’t have been attacked.”

      “No? You already came for me once.”

      “Set down those blades and I will bring you to the emperor myself. Perhaps he will forgive you for what you have done.”

      Fes doubted that. Even Azithan would be unlikely to get him out of this. He had made the mistake and now he would have to deal with the consequences.

      “Why don’t you set down your blade and I will promise not to kill you.”

      Jaken smiled. “You do not want an enemy of me.”

      “I don’t want to an enemy of anyone, but it seems as if everyone wants to fight me.”

      Jaken readied his sword.

      Armed only with daggers, Fes knew that he was underprepared. He couldn’t win. What was he thinking going against someone like Jaken, someone who had to be skilled in order to reach the rank that he held?

      The captain started toward him. There was a dangerous grace to his movements and a confidence in the way that he carried himself. Fes had faced others who were skilled and had been successful at stopping them, but oftentimes that had involved a fair amount of luck. He doubted that luck would be enough to save him this time.

      Jaken swung, and Fes twisted, slapping the sword with his dragonglass dagger. For a moment, he was afraid that the dagger might shatter. He didn’t know whether the dragonglass sword would be stronger than his dagger, but they connected with a sharp crack.

      “Interesting,” Jaken said.

      Had he not known that Fes carried dragonglass daggers?

      Fes took a step back. His gaze darted to the rooftop. Would Jayell notice what he was trying to do?

      He needed her assistance with this, any hope that she still had enough energy remaining in one of the dragon pearls to help, and if she didn’t, then every attempt that he made would fail. He wasn’t even sure whether he would be able to escape Jaken if it were to come to that.

      Fes parried and feinted an attack before twisting and stabbing off to the side with his other dagger.

      Jaken was ready for it and blocked both blows. The force of Jaken’s sword jolted his arm. The man was not only skilled, he was strong.

      “You still have time,” Jaken said.

      “And so do you,” Fes said. “How do you know I’m not here on a task for the emperor?”

      “Because I have the ear of the emperor and you do not.”

      The idea that Jaken had the emperor’s ear was perhaps more troubling than anything else.

      He flickered his gaze up to Jayell. She crouched on the rooftop, and he gave a slight nod.

      Heat bloomed from her.

      As it did, Jaken spun toward her.

      He knew what she was doing.

      How was that possible?

      Fes took the opportunity given to him and jammed both of his daggers into Jaken’s back. He staggered forward, and Fes twisted, bringing them down with a sharp jerk.

      The explosion struck Jaken in the chest, sending both the captain and Fes backward. Fes turned while he was falling and landed on top of Jaken.

      He ripped his daggers free and wiped them quickly on Jaken’s back, grabbing the dragonglass sword.

      As he jumped to the rooftop, joining Jayell, he couldn’t shake his troubled thought.

      Jaken had to be Deshazl, didn’t he?
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      The room inside the Dragon’s Breath was sparsely appointed. There was a narrow bed and a basin with water in it and nothing else. Fes crouched near the window, looking out and searching for signs of movement on the street below, but so far saw none. Jayell sat on the bed, staring down at her hands. The completely spent dragon pearls were cupped in her palms.

      “Thank you,” Fes said.

      “I should not have used them in such a way,” she whispered.

      “If you hadn’t, then I don’t know that I would still be here.”

      “You could have gotten to me sooner,” she said.

      Fes kept his attention focused outside the window. He had been waiting for her to realize that. What would she do when she realized that he had only attacked Jaken so that he could grab the dragonglass sword?

      “They came too quickly,” Fes said.

      “Too quickly? I saw the way that you jumped. You could have easily reached the rooftop. You didn’t need to kill those men.”

      “I didn’t kill all of them,” Fes said. And had he the opportunity, he wouldn’t have killed any of them. Either way, he had left Jaken alive, which he knew was a mistake. Word would get back to the emperor, and Fes would be sought. If he wasn’t already.

      Could he ever return to the capital?

      That shouldn’t bother him, but it did. It shouldn’t trouble him that he would not have an opportunity to return, to take additional jobs for Azithan, but the more that happened, the less likely it was that he would be able to return safely.

      What did that mean for his future?

      Those were questions for another time, much like trying to understand what it meant that he was Deshazl was a question for another time. Much like trying to understand what it meant that Jaken had to be Deshazl.

      “Was it worth it?” she asked.

      Fes turned toward her. “Do you understand what the sword is?”

      Her gaze drifted down to the sword resting across his lap. Fes had taken only a little time to study it. It was much like his daggers, made completely of dragonglass, the entire surface slick and smooth and the blade incredibly sharp, never needing to be sharpened again.

      “If you want some way of killing more easily, you needn’t have bothered. I’ve seen you. With those daggers of yours—”

      Fes shook his head. “It’s not about killing more easily. It’s about having something that we can use to counter Elizabeth.”

      “And you think that will allow you to counter her more effectively?”

      “I don’t know,” Fes said.

      “Something else happened there, didn’t it?” she asked.

      “Did you see the way that he countered your spells?”

      “That was him? I thought that was you.”

      “Why would I have countered your spells?”

      “Because one of them nearly caught you.”

      “You weren’t aiming at me,” Fes said.

      “How certain are you?”

      He glanced over. She was looking back down at her lap again. “I think he’s Deshazl.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He shook his head. “I’m not sure, which troubles me.”

      “You left him alive.”

      Fes breathed out heavily. “I still don’t have answers,” he said.

      “And that is reason for you to leave him alive?”

      “If he’s Deshazl—”

      “If he is Deshazl, I’m not sure you should have left him live. Deshazl who work for the empire are…”

      “Are what?”

      Jayell clenched her jaw. “There were Deshazl who worked with the empire. There always have been. They have been viewed as something of a traitor to those within the priesthood for generations.”

      “Why?”

      “Because they have the closest connection to the dragon lands, and they have poisoned themselves by working with the emperor.”

      Could that be what Azithan had wanted for Griffin?

      He imagined that he would have wanted to bring somebody of power with him. Especially if it meant that he could gain more favor with the emperor. Something like that would be exactly the kind of thing that Azithan would do.

      “How many Deshazl remain?”

      “There aren’t many. Had you asked me a few years ago when I was first learning of the Deshazl, I would have said that I thought the Deshazl were extinct. How could they be anything other than extinct when the emperor had spent so much energy trying to destroy them? But in the last few years, I have learned that the emperor has tried to find those who are the descendants of the Deshazl, wanting their connection.”

      “For what?”

      “To reach the heart of the dragon fields. I’m not even sure if that’s possible.”

      “It would work,” Fes said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Only that it would work.” Fes looked away from her. “I chased a powerful fire mage to the Draconis Pass, so I’ve seen it.”

      “The fire mage should not have been able to reach the heart of the dragon lands. It would take something more than that for them to reach there.”

      Fes didn’t know what else it might take, but Reina had certainly gone to the heart of the dragon plains. Had she had some other way? He had thought she was after the dragon heart, but there had been something else that she had been after, relics that she could not have gotten any other way.

      “I don’t know how she had, but she got there at the same time as me.”

      “Then that’s how she was able to reach it,” Jayell said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You. If you are Deshazl,” she said, watching him for a moment, “then you would have something of a mitigating effect on others who attempt to reach there. Those with enough power would be able to survive long enough to get to the heart of the dragon plains. Without your presence, I doubt they would have been able to do so.”

      “Unless she had another of the Deshazl with her.”

      “That’s possible, but there haven’t been that many Deshazl discovered.”

      Fes thought about the men he had rescued. Could it be that they were Deshazl? They had run across the dragon plains without any problems, disappearing following the attack. Maybe that was how Reina had managed to get so deep into the dragon fields.

      He hadn’t bothered to chase them down, not thinking that there was anything important about knowing who those men were, but maybe he should have done something differently.

      “What’s it like?”

      He thought about what he remembered of the dragon fields. The steam that rose from the ground was unforgettable. Fes could imagine it easily by simply closing his eyes. Inside the dragon fields, there had been a sense of power. That had been unmistakable. But when he reached the Draconis Pass, that was when he had truly understood the power that the dragons once possessed.

      “A haze covers everything. It makes it difficult for you to see anything. When it lifts—”

      “How would it lift?”

      “When I was there, I was chased by a powerful fire mage. She was drawing on the relics that remained there, and somehow, the way that she was using her power caused the haze to part, sending it into the sky so that she could more easily see the remaining dragon relics.”

      “I never would’ve imagined attempting that.”

      “I don’t think that it was easy to do. The priest that I was with—”

      “You were with a priest?”

      Fes looked over. “There was a priest with me. He was trying to prevent her from reaching too deeply into the dragon fields. Reina was almost too much for us.”

      Her breath caught. “Reina?”

      Fes nodded. “Do you know her?”

      “All who train to be a fire mage know her. She is incredibly powerful.”

      “Was.” When she arched her brow, Fes shrugged. “She was powerful. She’s not anymore.”

      “You killed Reina?”

      “I had help.” Fes thought of what it had taken to stop her. Much of it had been luck, or at least, it seemed it at the time. Maybe he had been more than lucky. Maybe there had been something to the fact that he was Deshazl that had allowed him to bring down Reina, but it still felt as if there was an enormous amount of luck to it.

      “If you were able to defeat Reina, then Elizabeth shouldn’t be a challenge for you.”

      “As I said, I had help. With Elizabeth, I won’t have the same help. That’s why I wanted this sword.”

      Jayell climbed off the bed and joined him near the window. She held her hands out, and he handed over the dragonglass sword. “I’m still not sure that you even need this.”

      “I think the sword makes a difference. It’s like the daggers. Whether or not it’s something within me or whether it’s the blade itself, I think that using it, I am better equipped to cut through a spell.”

      And with the sword, Fes hoped that he would be able to overcome even a powerful spell.

      “It’s too bad that there isn’t anyone who can train you,” she said.

      “You mean like the priests?”

      Jayell shook her head. “I don’t mean like the priests. What you can do is different than them. Your connection to the dragons is ancient—even more ancient than that which the priests claim. Their power flows through you.”

      He held his hands out, and Jayell passed the sword back to him. “Either way, I thought the sword would be helpful. I don’t know whether or not it will be, but if we do come across Elizabeth, and if we do need to stop her, I wanted to be ready.”

      “What of that soldier?”

      “I suspect he’s going to search for me.”

      “What happens if he finds you?”

      Fes took a deep breath. He had little doubt about what would happen if Jaken found him. He had made it quite clear what he intended. Not only had Fes gone against the emperor when he had attacked the Dragon Guard, but he had also made an enemy. Jaken was not the kind of man that Fes would typically willingly make an enemy of, and he suspected that he had been lucky having Jayell with him, using her magic so that he could overpower the other man. Had he not had her with him, the outcome might have been entirely different.

      “I prefer not to think about what will happen if he finds me,” Fes said.

      “How long do you think we can hide here?”

      They had their room in the Dragon’s Breath, and he thought that they could remain for a night or two, but he wasn’t willing to remain there for too long. The longer they stayed, the easier it would be for Elizabeth to drag Indra away.

      And yet, given the heat that he still felt when he focused on it, he wasn’t certain whether Elizabeth had brought Indra out of the city. It was possible that she remained here, captured within Idaris, so close that Fes could almost reach her.

      And he needed to.

      “I don’t know how much longer we can remain here,” Fes admitted. “It’s not going to be safe to move during the daylight.”

      “Then why did we get a room for the night?”

      “Because otherwise we would’ve had to stay in the common room, and I wasn’t willing to risk that without knowing whether or not it was safe.”

      “That seems like a waste of coin.”

      “You can get some rest. I will keep watch.”

      “What are you looking for?”

      “Movement. Signs of soldiers. Anything that might give away our position.”

      “And if you see something?”

      “If I see something, then we need to be ready to move.”

      “Then I shouldn’t sleep.”

      Fes shook his head. “Sleep if you can. You might need it. Besides, we might need your strength and your abilities again.”

      “I can’t keep using them,” she whispered.

      “I know you don’t want to, but—”

      “It’s more than me not wanting to. I joined the priesthood for a reason,” she said.

      “And what reason was that?”

      “Because I came to understand the power of the dragons. I came to understand that there was more to them that I needed to know. I came to understand that there was more to what happened a thousand years ago than the stories that the empire spreads.”

      “Does it really matter?” Fes looked over at her. “Do you think that it really matters whether or not the empire destroyed the dragons?”

      “There’s no question about what they did.”

      “And does it matter?” Fes looked back out the window. “The dragons are gone. Everything from that time is gone. We have to find our place in the world as it exists today.”

      “They might be gone, but they don’t have to be.”

      Fes laughed, shaking his head. “That’s the same reaction I get from all the priests. Everyone seems to believe that the dragons can return if only the priests manage to collect the necessary components. What would you even do if you managed to find one of the dragons?”

      “They deserve to return.”

      “Deserve? They were defeated by men. If nothing else, that shows you that the dragons weren’t as smart as what people believe. They weren’t as strong as what people believe.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I know that you and Donathon believed that the Deshazl controlled the dragons. What would happen if they were to return? What would happen without Deshazl to ensure safety?”

      “You still exist.”

      Fes laughed. “Sure. And I would know how to control a dragon. We are better off letting the emperor do whatever it is that he wants when it comes to the dragons.”

      “Then why did you attack one of his Dragon Guards?”

      “Because I refuse to allow him to harm someone unnecessarily.”

      “You are an odd man.”

      “I am.”

      There was movement on the street below. A pair of soldiers made their way along the street, and Fes watched them. None of them glanced up in his direction. Already too many people were after him. And now he had changed things, allowing himself to get brought into a bigger fight, something that he had steadfastly refused over the years. He didn’t want to be placed in a confrontation with the empire, and he didn’t want to be put into a position where he would have to choose a side. It was easier to stay focused on payment rather than politics.

      The soldiers continued on the street and disappeared from view. Fes breathed out before settling back on his heels. “Do you still detect the fire mage?” Jayell asked.

      “If I try to focus on it, I can still feel the heat,” Fes said. “It’s subtle, but it’s definitely there.”

      She nodded. “Even if I were willing, I won’t be of much use to you anymore.”

      “Why is that?”

      She held out the dragon pearls. “I’ve used everything that I have.”

      They might need for her to use her connection to her magic, but without any dragon relics, they wouldn’t be able to. Somehow, they would have to acquire more.

      The pair of soldiers that he had seen making their way down the street had stopped at one end. Another pair of soldiers were at the opposite end of the street. They were waiting, and it was clear to Fes from the way that they kept their attention focused on the Dragon’s Breath that they must have discovered where they were hiding.

      Had the server mentioned it?

      He pointed, and Jayell came over to the window, staring out. “How do you intend for us to get out of here safely?”

      “I would’ve said the front door, but given that they’re watching it, I think we’re going to have to find another way out.”

      That likely was going to involve them going up to the rooftop, but even when they did, would they be able to get anywhere from there? At the door of their room, Fes peeked out into the hallway. He stepped back, quickly shutting the door behind him.

      “What is it?”

      “It seems as if we weren’t nearly as well hidden as I imagined,” Fes said.

      “Do you think they have some way of tracking us?”

      He hadn’t thought so, but then he hadn’t given any thought of that before. “More likely it’s that they spoke with the server and he told them where he advised us to come to stay.”

      They shouldn’t have been foolish enough to take his advice after attacking Jaken. Now they would have done nothing more than draw attention to themselves.

      “Where are we going to go?” she asked.

      “For now? Nowhere.”

      “Fes—”

      “We can’t go out in the hall, and the guards have the street watched.”

      “What if they go door to door?”

      “Then we will deal with it if it comes to that.”

      Jayell started pacing. He understood the nervousness. He felt the same way; only he recognized that there was nothing that he could do that would change their situation. They had to ride this out.

      “How long do you think we can last?” she asked.

      Fes leaned his head against the door, listening to the sound of boots thudding along the hallway. He counted two distinct sets of boots but wasn’t sure whether that was accurate or not. For all he knew, there could be more than two soldiers coming their way. Two soldiers, he thought he could manage. Anything more than that… In the close confines of the room and the hallway, he wasn’t sure how well they would cope.

      Worse, he didn’t know what might happen were he to attack the soldiers. Would it draw the attention of others out in the street? Would it alert Jaken to the fact that he was here?

      For all he knew, Jaken was injured and remained out in the street, though Fes didn’t think so. It was more likely that Jaken was somewhere nearby.

      A hard knock came on the door.

      Jayell’s eyes widened.

      “Open it,” Fes said. He stood behind the door and unsheathed his daggers.

      “Are you sure it’s a good idea?” she whispered.

      The knock came again.

      He nodded.

      As she reached for the door, heat began to burn through him.

      She opened it before he could stop her. As she pulled the door open, it exploded the rest of the way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Heat burst along Fes. He held onto the daggers, not wanting to cut through the spell—not yet. The rough surface of the door pressed against his arm, and he remained in place, wanting to ensure that he knew what he was going up against.

      “May I help you?” Jayell asked. Fes was impressed by how steady she had managed to keep her voice and suspected that she struggled much more than it sounded like.

      “Where is he?” The voice sounded as if it belonged to a man, which ruled out Elizabeth. And it didn’t sound like Jaken.

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

      “You have someone else with you,” the fire mage said.

      “You are welcome to come and take a look,” Jayell said, stepping aside.

      Fes glanced at the back of the room, realizing that the dragonglass sword lay near the window. They had made a mistake leaving it there.

      “I can smell him.”

      “If that’s some comment on what you can smell of me, then I take offense.”

      The fire mage pressed into the room, and Fes could see the outline of his deep black cloak. Boots thudded along the floor—a pair of soldiers approaching.

      “As you can see, it’s only—”

      The fire mage turned toward Fes.

      Fes lunged forward, slashing at the air and the spell with his daggers, and grabbed for the fire mage. He wrapped his arm around the man’s neck and crushed his windpipe. As he did, he held onto the daggers and jumped back behind the door.

      The two soldiers approaching neared, and Fes nodded to Jayell as she closed the door.

      He slammed the hilt of his dagger on the fire mage’s head, and the man collapsed.

      “Keep an eye on him,” he told Jayell. “And see what he might have that you can use.”

      There came another knock on the door, and Fes pulled it open and greeted the first soldier with a dagger to his chest. The other man reacted more slowly, and Fes kicked, catching him in the groin and doubling him over. He brought his knee up, slamming into the man’s face, crumpling him.

      Fes dragged both men into the room, closing the door behind him. How much time did they have before they were discovered? He wasn’t sure how many soldiers would come through the inn, and when they did, would they be knocking, or would they just force their way in?

      “Does he have anything?”

      “He has one dragon pearl, and he has a small length of dragon bone. He wouldn’t be a very high-degree fire mage.”

      “Does he have anything that you can use?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Try it,” Fes urged.

      She closed her eyes, and he felt a strange trembling, but no surge of heat. When her eyes opened, she shook her head. “The relics that he has are keyed to a different fire mage.”

      “So you believe they come from a different type of dragon.”

      She nodded.

      Fes made quick work of cutting off strips from each soldier’s jacket, and bound their arms and then their legs. He tied them in place, keeping them from moving, and then turned his attention to the fire mage.

      “Do you think he might have anything else on him that you could use?”

      “Like what?”

      “Sort of like with your necklace.”

      Her eyes widened. “How did you—”

      Fes smiled. “I can feel it when you use it. Is it already inert?”

      “I haven’t risked using the necklace,” she said.

      “You have, even if you haven’t intended to.”

      Fes began examining the priest, checking for any sort of jewelry that might be a dragon relic. He found a ring, but it was made of metal and carried with it a strange marking. It wasn’t an empire mark. When he held it up to Jayell, she nodded.

      “That is a mark of the fire mage. It denotes his ranking. It shows that he is a first-degree.”

      “I haven’t seen anything like that on any of the other fire mages I’ve encountered.”

      “No. Most of them don’t wear it openly. It is odd that he is willing to do so.”

      Fes continued to look. He found a necklace, the same sort of thing that Jayell wore. This was shaped like a pointed talon, and he yanked it free. When he handed it to Jayell, she closed her eyes a moment, the strange fluttering working through him as she did, and when she opened her eyes, she shook her head again.

      Fes stuffed the dragon claw into his pocket.

      When he finished his examination, he found no other signs of items that the priest might have concealed.

      “Will he need to be carrying them himself to be able to use them?”

      “Most believe that contact is required, but some of the higher level fire mages might not require that.”

      “I don’t think that Reina did.”

      The fire mage began to stir. Fes quickly bound his wrists and his ankles, tying him so that he couldn’t attack when he was awake. He doubted that he would do anything without access to his power. More likely than not, he would be scared.

      When the fire mage came around, he looked over at Fes and then his gaze drifted to Jayell. He frowned. “I know you, don’t I?”

      She shook her head.

      “I have seen you before. Hair like yours is not easily forgettable.”

      “I don’t know you,” she said.

      The fire mage turned his attention to Fes. “And you. You’re the one she searches for.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Oh, don’t worry. She will find you soon enough.”

      “Not if I find her first.”

      “You are a fool if you think that you can challenge her.”

      “I don’t intend to challenge her,” Fes said. “All I intend to do is rescue my friend.”

      “The child? That’s what this is about? Then you are even more of a fool than I had been led to believe. The child has access to power.”

      “I know.”

      The fire mage’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You did know, didn’t you?”

      “Where is she?”

      “She is here in the city. When she realizes that I have not returned, she will send others for me.”

      “You’d better hope not,” Fes said.

      “Why not?”

      “Anyone else she sends for you will end up the same way as your friends there.”

      Fes nodded to the soldiers. Neither man had moved, and he had positioned them in such a way that the fire mage wouldn’t be able to see the strips of cloth tying them in place.

      “You have made a grave mistake in attacking the empire.”

      “I haven’t attacked the empire. I’ve attacked these men.”

      “And these men are an extension of the emperor. Did you think that you could attack these men and get away with it?”

      “You know, he asked me the same thing, and I will tell you the same thing that I told him. I don’t work for the emperor. I never have.”

      The man stared at him.

      Fes got close and slipped one of his daggers beneath his chin. The man’s gaze was drawn to the dagger, and Fes didn’t know whether it was because he had the sharp blade pressing beneath his chin or whether it was the heat that pulsed in the blade. Fes wasn’t sure what that meant. Was that a reverberation of the mage’s power, or was that something that he had somehow caused?

      “Where is she?” Fes asked again.

      “She will have fun with you,” he said.

      “I doubt that.”

      He slammed the hilt of his dagger up against the side of his head again, knocking him out.

      He crouched back, looking at the fire mage.

      “What did he mean that the girl has power?”

      “She’s from Toulen. She makes little totems that have some attachment to power. I’m not entirely sure what they do, but—”

      Jayell frowned. “Totems?”

      Fes nodded and reached into his pocket, pulling out one of the totems that Indra had made. “She calls them figurines. They’re designed to offer some sort of protection. I’m not entirely certain how it works.”

      Jayell held her hand out, and Fes handed the totem over.

      She ran her fingers along it and studied it, giving it an almost appraising gaze. When she turned it over, noticing the sense of movement on the back side, she drew in a soft breath. “Do you realize what this is?”

      “A figurine.”

      Jayell looked up at him and held the totem cupped in her hand. “Do you remember when we are talking about the other places where the dragon relics were brought?”

      Fes nodded.

      “Most of the relics ended up within the empire. That was simply a matter of proximity. But other places were able to acquire some, and they use them in a very different way than the empire—and the fire mages.”

      “And Toulen?”

      “I don’t exactly know what Toulen acquired, only that they were given several very important relics.”

      “What important relics?”

      “I know they have a skull. Few other than the highest within Toulen are allowed to see it, but there have been so many stories coming out of there that it has to be true.”

      “Even if they have a skull, what does that matter?”

      “It matters because it is another relic of power. It matters because the Priests of the Flame have not been able to uncover anything like it. It matters because the empire does not have one.”

      If that was what Elizabeth was after, if she thought that Indra was somehow able to bring her access to the dragon skull, he could see her forcing her way across Toulen, trying to force Indra to show her the relic.

      And it would make more sense for her to have a golem.

      With a creature like that, she might be able to overpower what defenses the people of Toulen could muster. With an item like that, even the protection of the totems or the figurines might not be enough.

      “We have to stop her,” Fes said.

      “If she reaches Toulen, the people might be tempted to help. The moment they use the power trapped within the dragon skull, she will detect its location.”

      Would the people of Toulen be motivated to help Indra? She was a merchant’s daughter, nothing more. But then, it might not matter. It might be that the people of Toulen would view any assault by the empire as going against all of Toulen.

      Fes wiped his daggers on the fire mage’s cloak before slipping them into his sheath. Elizabeth would have to be stopped before they reached Toulen, but he wasn’t sure whether he would be able to do that. Would they have enough time to prevent her from getting there?

      Fes stood and turned around, looking around the room. Could that be what it was all about? Elizabeth was after something—the fact that she was willing to take Indra and use her for whatever it was that she intended was proof of that—but it surprised him that it could be about some dragon relic that the people of Toulen had.

      “Do you know whether Elizabeth uses relics that might be compatible with your abilities?” Fes asked.

      She shook her head. “I’m not even sure that it matters. It might be more about my abilities—or lack of them. I have been away from the temple a long time now. Some relics are easier for me to use than others.”

      Fes sighed. It would have been too much to hope for. And if there weren’t anything that she could use, then she would be in danger traveling with him.

      “She might not be able to use it, but it is likely that one of the other fire mages can. Even that might not be the reason she chases after it in the first place.”

      The empire wanted a skull to prevent the rebellion from getting it.

      And what direction had the rebellion been traveling? Here he had gone to Horus thinking to send word to the rebellion, but maybe that hadn’t been necessary. And maybe he’d done nothing more than give the rebellion what they needed for their strange plans to raise the dragons by leaving Theole and Indra with them.

      Could that be why Theole had died?

      More than anything, they needed to get moving. Find Indra.

      Boots thudding on the floorboards caught his attention, and he glanced toward the door. The longer they stayed here, the more likely it would be that they would need to fight their way free. How many times would they get lucky?

      “It’s time for us to get going,” he said.

      He grabbed the sword from where it had been left, and searched for a way to stuff it into his belt. He didn’t have anything.

      Fes glanced over at the soldiers. One of them carried a sword, and Fes removed the sheath from his belt and tested to see whether the dragonglass blade would fit. When it did, he buckled the sheath to his belt and twisted it so that it was behind him. His cloak would cover it, and at least he could conceal it from anyone who might get too close to him. He didn’t know how long he would be able to conceal it were he attacked by soldiers, though.

      He looked out the window. There was no sign of movement. He remained there for a moment before climbing out and jumping, dropping to the ground below.

      He nodded up at Jayell. She hesitated for a moment before climbing down. She did so with less grace than he managed and landed next to him. They made their way down the street, hurrying at a quick clip before reaching the end of the street, where Fes guided them away.

      “What now?” she asked.

      “Now I think that we need to figure out whether we can determine where Elizabeth might have gone.”

      “How do you suppose to do that?”

      He wasn’t certain. Would he be able to track her using his connection to the heat that he picked up on? If he could, that would be a huge benefit. Fes focused, closing his eyes as he tried to determine whether he could find any sense of heat building, but there was nothing clear to him.

      Either she was not nearby or she had not been using her spell the same way she had been before.

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

      “I don’t either,” Jayell said.

      “Do you think that means she’s not in the city?” Fes asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      They kept to the shadows but meandered through the city, staying on side streets as they went from place to place. Every so often, Fes would pause and focus, straining to see whether he could pick up on the sense of the spell that he’d felt before, but there remained nothing.

      They reached the edge of the city, looking out over the river, and Fes stared for a long moment, trying to determine whether there was anything out there that would reveal Elizabeth’s location.

      Nothing.

      “What do you suggest that we do?” Jayell asked.

      “Either she’s out of the city or she’s not using the same spell,” Fes said. Either possibility was likely. If it was about reaching Toulen and the possibility of finding a dragon skull, then he wouldn’t be surprised if she had already departed.

      Which meant that he might have already missed his opportunity.

      When they headed back into the city, they had to move carefully. The Dragon Guard were out in force. Every so often, Fes would pause, ducking into an alleyway to avoid detection.

      How long could they stay hidden?

      “We can’t go back to the tavern,” he said to Jayell.

      “Where would you have us go?”

      “Toulen.”

      “What happens if you’re wrong?”

      “Then I’m wrong. I don’t know where else to go.”

      And regardless of how he felt about whether Elizabeth managed to secure a dragon skull, he really didn’t want her to place Indra in danger in order to do so.

      One of the soldiers shouted, and Fes looked over to see several of them coming their way.

      They ducked along the street, hurrying away until they reached the first tavern they had visited. In the paddock behind it, he found their horses still secured. By the time they grabbed them, leading them back out into the street, more soldiers had appeared.

      “It’s time to ride—and quickly,” he said.

      Jayell climbed into her saddle, and he noticed that there was a certain reluctance to her. It was something they would have to talk about later—if they managed to get free. For now, they needed to focus on getting out of the city and away from the Dragon Guard. If they failed, Fes wouldn’t be surprised if Jaken came chasing after him.

      He jerked on the reins, and the horse started off, slowly at first, but with an increasing gallop. When they neared the line of soldiers, Fes prodded the horse to go faster and plowed through them.

      “Thanks,” he said to the horse.

      They reached the edge of the city, and he looked back, noticing that they now had a line of soldiers after them.

      “I think this was a mistake,” she said.

      “You wanted us to stay in the city?” Fes asked.

      “Not in the city,” she said. “But coming here. I think that was a mistake.”

      “I can leave you someplace safer if you would prefer?”

      “It’s not that.” She twisted in the saddle, looking behind her. Fes followed the direction of her gaze and saw the soldiers racing toward them. Could they outrun them?

      He didn’t know whether they would be quick enough to outrun the soldiers, but if they failed, he would have to send Jayell off. She didn’t deserve to be trapped by the soldiers. It was his fault that they were here in the first place.

      “What is it, then?”

      Jayell motioned toward the river. “To get to Toulen, we have to cross the river. How are we going to do that?”

      They continued to ride northward and almost unintentionally, they began to slow.

      She was right. How would they cross the river?
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      They had ridden for several hours before Fes felt comfortable stopping. The soldiers had trailed after them for a while, but eventually, they had given up the chase. Fes didn’t expect them to give it up permanently. Now that they had been seen, now that the soldiers knew where they were heading, he fully expected the Dragon Guard to come around and find them some other way.

      Jayell had been silent, but then again, so had Fes. What was there to say? They were following the course of the river but continuing to move farther away from Toulen.

      The river served as a boundary for the empire. It was wide enough that it was difficult to cross without a bridge, and bridges were only located in places where the other side had significant defenses. On the opposite side of Idaris, it was mostly unpopulated land, though fortified to prevent the empire from moving into Toulen without opposition.

      The farther they got from there, the less likely Fes thought it would be that they would be able to backtrack and return. Which meant they had to find another crossing.

      But where?

      He didn’t like the odds of finding a safe crossing anytime soon, which meant that Elizabeth would have the advantage. She would have time to get far enough away, deeper into Toulen, before they could get near enough to do anything to stop her.

      “We have to go back,” Fes said.

      Jayell looked over at him. “Are you mad? We’ve ridden this far and now you want to return?”

      “It’s not that I want to return, but I don’t know of any other way that we will be able to get across the river. Every moment that we go, we get farther away from where we need to be.”

      “There should be another crossing soon,” she said.

      Fes wasn’t certain. The longer they went north, the more they neared the dragon fields, and that was definitely a place he did not want to get too close to. Heading into the dragon fields would put them in a very different type of danger.

      “What happens if there’s not?” he asked.

      “Then we continue to head in this direction.”

      “You do know what is in this direction if we continue this way,” he said.

      She looked over at him. “I’m well aware of what we might find.”

      Fes nodded. “Just as long as you do know.”

      It was the way she had intended to take with Griffin, traveling north through the dragon fields, attempting to find whatever they believed would help restore the boy. They made good time, hurrying as they went, and it wasn’t long before they passed beyond the rolling grasslands and into the dragon plains.

      Steam rose in the distance, a familiar sight and something that he had hoped not to see again. At least, not so soon. It was a steady haze rising over a barren landscape. Much like he had thought when he’d first come, there seemed to be something off about the dragon fields. The barren rock carried a certain brutality, and the haze that hovered over everything was a reminder of what had been lost when the dragons had died centuries ago.

      “I never thought that I would make it here,” Jayell commented.

      He glanced over at her. “You were planning on coming here.”

      “Many people have sought the dragon fields over the years, but those who have often suffer. Many don’t even return.”

      “I hadn’t heard that,” Fes said.

      “Unless you travel with one of the Settlers”—she glanced over at Fes, and a trace of a smile made it to her lips—“or one of the Deshazl, it isn’t necessarily safe.”

      “The priest I traveled with the last time claimed that he had been here. He said that the priests were safe here.”

      “The priests are safe enough, but it’s a matter of understanding their connection to the flame in order to keep them safe. Some will wander and will go far deeper into the dragon fields than is safe.” She looked over at him. “Many think that they are immune to the dangers as if their worship of the dragons somehow protects them.”

      Fes hadn’t that sense from Alison’s grandfather. He had seemed to understand the dangers of the dragon fields, and though he had willingly crossed them, he also had seemed to know that there were places within the dragon fields that he wouldn’t be able to safely visit.

      “I just want to get through it as quickly as I can,” Fes said.

      “Why? With your connection, why wouldn’t you want to stay longer?”

      “I know better than to stay here too long,” Fes said.

      They made their way slowly, heading along the outer edge of the dragon fields. The rock was just as barren here as it was everywhere else, but the haze that rose over the landscape seemed less. The horses seemed tense, almost as if they also recognized that there was something off about this place.

      Every so often, he would pat his horse’s side and the horse would whinny before shaking his head. They needed to make good time. There wouldn’t be much water for either them or the horses. He didn’t have much for the horses to eat, either.

      “How long ago was it that you were here?” Jayell asked.

      “It’s been a few months,” Fes said.

      Long enough that he had begun to forget about how much he disliked crossing the dragon fields. He hadn’t enjoyed his time here before, and time away hadn’t changed anything.

      It might only be his imagination, but he felt almost as if there were something to the dragon fields that tried to draw him in. It was as if he were supposed to come here. That had to be his imagination, or more likely, it came from the fact that everybody kept filling his head with stories of the Deshazl. Tales of who he was supposed to be and what that meant. None of that felt quite right to Fes. What connection did he really have to these lands? He was no dragonwalker. Certainly not like the dragonwalkers of old, and even if he were, Fes didn’t think that was what he wanted to be. He was content collecting for Azithan and using his connection to the dragon relics, a connection that had to be Deshazl, for him to find them—and profit from them.

      Or, he had been. Now that he had attacked Jaken and he had put himself against the Dragon Guard and the empire, he might no longer have a place. Not as he once did. It was possible that now all he had was this. Whatever this was.

      He wasn’t entirely certain.

      “Most people are happy when they come to the dragon fields,” Jayell said.

      “What is there to be happy about here?”

      “Maybe happy isn’t quite the right description, but most people feel a certain sense of awe coming here.”

      Fes stared straight ahead, noting the wispiness of the haze. Hopefully, it would part and make it easy for them to get through, but he wasn’t going to hold his breath. More likely, the haze would persist and he would have to find some way to plunge through it. And they still hadn’t even come close to the Draconis Pass.

      Could they cross through the mountains without heading that way?

      “I feel a certain sense of awe,” he said. “I also recognize what was once here. I don’t feel about the dragons the same way the priests do.”

      He also didn’t feel the same way about the dragons as the fire mages. The dragons were a means to power, and seeing as how he didn’t have any way of accessing that power, there was very little reason to feel any sort of connection to them.

      “You don’t have to feel about the dragons the same as the priests.”

      “Thanks for telling me how to feel.”

      She shook her head. “That’s not what I’m getting at.”

      “Then what are you getting at?”

      “Only that coming to the dragon fields is a way of seeing what once lived.”

      Fes looked around him. His gaze swept over the harsh rock, the haze that covered everything, and the complete absence of life. If this was the way the world once had looked, Fes was certain he didn’t want to know what that was like. He was happier knowing the world as it was now, seeing life and vibrancy around him. When he saw things like this, he wondered if perhaps it wasn’t best that the dragons were gone. At least this way, there were no creatures that could attack and destroy, leaving others helpless against them. The one thing he did understand was what it was like to feel helpless against a much more powerful enemy. Losing his family when he was young had taught him that. He had lived his life trying to make it so that wouldn’t happen again.

      “If you say so,” he said.

      He continued to keep toward the western edge of the dragon fields. The ground was as smooth as it was anywhere in these lands and the horses made adequate time, though not quite as good as it would have been had they traveled outside of the dragon lands.

      “Why do you have no interest in seeing dragons?”

      Fes looked over at her. Jayell continued to struggle with the idea that he had a complete lack of interest in the dragon fields, or in the creatures that once had called them home. For some reason, the idea that he had no interest whatsoever was anathema to her. They were nothing to him other than creatures who had been destroyed.

      “I’ve already told you why.”

      “Even with what you’ve heard? What you know of the Deshazl? You wouldn’t want to control the dragons?”

      “I can’t imagine what it would be like to attempt to control a dragon. I have a hard enough time controlling myself, so for me to attempt to control a creature like that…”

      Jayell watched him as if trying to decide whether he was serious or not before smiling. “That’s a good point. From what I’ve seen, you do have a little difficulty controlling yourself.”

      “Like I said.”

      They fell silent as they rode. The dragon plains were completely flat, a stretch of land that once had reportedly been quite vibrant, filled with lush grasses and dense trees as they stretched up to the base of the mountains. Now there was nothing but rock, either burned to a blackened cinder or simply destroyed by the fallen dragons.

      “They say that the dragons retreated here during their final days because they knew the people of these lands would care for them. They had a special relationship with the Deshazl. The dragons knew that the Deshazl would watch over their bones and that they would not abuse the powers that they were given.”

      Fes laughed bitterly. “Little did they know that the Deshazl would betray them, selling their bones as relics that would grant the very people who had destroyed them a means to maintain power.”

      Jayell smiled. “I suppose they didn’t know that.”

      They rode in silence for a little while longer before Fes spoke up. “In the pass, there are still quite a few remnants of dragons.”

      He thought about what he had seen when he’d been there, and the remains of the fallen dragons. He wasn’t sure whether or not he would ever understand what it meant for him to be a Deshazl, but there was certainly no question about the power that he had witnessed at the heart of the pass.

      “The dragons that had retreated there were supposedly some of the greatest among them,” Jayell said.

      “How do you know?”

      “The priests have records from that time. Most of them are Deshazl, and so translating them is difficult, but they have had nothing but centuries with which to attempt such translations.”

      “And what have they learned?”

      “They learned that the Deshazl revered the dragons.” She looked over at him. “While you might think that the Deshazl abandoned their obligations, the records that the priests have would tell another story. They would tell of a people who loved the dragons, and had been willing to give up some of the dragon relics so that they could maintain those they held most dear.”

      Fes snorted. “It still feels like a betrayal.”

      “I think of it more as a calculated move,” Jayell said. “If they knew that they were going to have no choice but to betray the dragons, why wouldn’t they use the bones of lesser dragons?”

      “If they knew they were going to betray the dragons, why would they care at all?”

      The pulling sense that he had noticed when he first came to these lands continued, almost as if trying to draw him inward, deeper into the dragon lands. He could imagine where the pass was and could almost track it with his mind. The longer they rode, the more he felt it, a sort of urgency that summoned him, trying to draw him deeper into the dragon plains. Fes resisted, but only because he had no choice. If he followed that pulling sensation, he would veer off and be drawn deeper and deeper, to the point where he wouldn’t be able to help Indra as he intended.

      “What is it? I see tension within you.”

      Fes shook his head. “It’s nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing. Ever since we’ve come here, you’ve been tenser than you were before. Is it these lands? Do they upset you?”

      “It’s not that they upset me. It’s that…”

      It wasn’t entirely sure what it was. It was more that he didn’t feel as if he should be here. And, despite that, he still felt as if he were meant to be here.

      That made no sense, which was why he wanted to be away from here. He didn’t like the idea that there was some ancient creature—some ancient power—pulling at him. It was bad enough that he had powers in the world today pulling at him.

      “We need to hurry to the west of the mountains,” Fes said. “Get to Toulen before Elizabeth and stop her from whatever she’s planning.”

      And save Indra.

      Jayell watched him but said nothing.

      Eventually, their path led them beyond the dragon lands. It took the better part of the day and required maintaining a considerable pace. When they passed beyond the borders of the dragon plains, Fes let out a deep sigh. They changed over fairly abruptly. It went from barren and black rock to stretches of thin grasses, growing slowly, but a greater sign of life than anything that had otherwise been here.

      Another hour or so and dusk began to fall. Fes didn’t want to stop, wanting to reach the river. It would cascade down from the mountains, cutting through the land, and he thought that it would be a good place to pause for the night, both to rest and for the horses to drink.

      As darkness fell, they still hadn’t reached the river.

      “How much longer do you think it is?” Fes asked.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know these lands at all.”

      “But you were planning on coming in this direction. You planned to come to the Draconis Pass with Griffin.”

      He still wasn’t certain how the pass would have healed the boy. And maybe it wouldn’t have. Maybe there wasn’t anything there that would’ve made a difference, and considering that she had gone with the priest, she likely would’ve known that. The only thing that might have made a difference would have been finding someone like Alison’s grandfather. Someone who could work with him and who might know enough about the Deshazl to draw him out.

      “Why were you coming in this direction?” Fes asked.

      “You already know why we were coming in this direction. We told you that we were trying to help him.”

      “And why would coming to the pass help bring him out of his shell?”

      “There is power there. You said so yourself.”

      “There is power, but it would involve using it.” Fes stared at her for a moment. “Was that what you intended to do? Could you intend to draw upon the dragon relics that were hidden in the pass? I thought the Priests of the Flame wanted nothing more than to protect those?”

      And if what he was beginning to learn was true, then the dragons that had perished at the pass would have been those most revered by the Deshazl. It would be even more reason to preserve them if they were priests.

      “Did you intend to take one of the artifacts?”

      Jayell studied him for a moment. “Fes, you don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I understand that the dragons that were in the pass were those that mattered to the Deshazl. If that was the case, why would you be willing to risk them?”

      “It wasn’t me willing to risk them. It was—”

      Fes stared at her. “It was what?”

      “The dragons are gone. They aren’t going to come back. We only thought that we would see what power remained here.”

      “You and Donathon?”

      “Yes.”

      “And whose idea was it?”

      “It was his. Fes—”

      Fes felt increasingly troubled by what he had seen and he was bothered by the fact that he didn’t know whether or not he could believe Jayell. If she had come this way intending to utilize the dragon relics, it wasn’t so much that it bothered him that she intended to do that, it was the fact that she had lied to him about that intention. It would’ve been better for both of them had she told him the truth. He could not care less whether somebody came after dragon relics. The only reason he had cared before was that he knew what Reina intended to do with the relics. He knew that she intended to attack people he intended to keep safe. And he needed to stop her so that he could get to the dragon heart before she did. More than anything else, that had motivated him.

      “It was what?”

      “It doesn’t matter. It seems as if you have made up your mind.”

      “I haven’t made up my mind about anything. The only thing I made up my mind about is the fact that you have been misleading me.”

      There had to be some reason for her to do so, and he wondered if it had anything to do with the fact that she thought that he might be able to get her to the Draconis Pass.

      But then… if that had been the case, she would have pushed harder for them to head in that direction. She had done nothing. Nothing other than allow him to lead them through the dragon lands, and she hadn’t objected at his plans about what he intended to do to try to help Indra.

      “I haven’t misled you. We did head northward so that we could see if we could find Griffin some help. You have said it yourself—there is power still stored here. And Griffin is Deshazl, something that we believed was rare—rare enough that he deserved the opportunity to see if adding to the lands of his ancestors would’ve made a difference.”

      Fes breathed out a sigh. “If I am Deshazl, heading to the pass does nothing. It awakens nothing.”

      “Are you so certain?”

      “And why do you ask that?”

      “It seems to me that you have abilities that so few others do. It seems to me that somehow you’re able to overpower fire mages and have been able to carve through their spells, rendering them ineffective.”

      “I did that before I went to the dragon fields,” Fes said. The first time he had seen Reina, he had cut through the spells she was using. At the time, he was convinced it was the dragonglass daggers, not him. Even if it was him, he was still prepared to see if the sword might help him carve through spells better than the daggers.

      “Maybe that’s because you had been there before.”

      Fes smiled at her. “And now you think to know where I’ve been?”

      “I’m just saying that others who have been to the dragon fields don’t have the same abilities that you do. Even other Deshazl, though admittedly I don’t know how many Deshazl there are remaining.”

      “I haven’t been to the dragon fields before.” If he knew nothing else, it was that. His parents had dragged him to the empire from the south, taking a ship before they were lost, leaving both him and his brother, and soon even his brother had fallen. When that had happened, it had left Fes alone to fend for himself, to find whatever measure of safety that he could. And he had. He had survived when others thought that he would die.

      “Fine, then you haven’t been there before, but I still think that you are unusual—even for one of the Deshazl.”

      “You don’t have to stay with me. If you were only coming with me to make it into the dragon fields, you can return to the Priests of the Flame or to the fire mages, wherever you would prefer. I have no intention of heading into the pass again.”

      “You might not, but after everything I’ve seen, I think I need to stay with you.”

      “What if I don’t want you to stay with me?”

      “If that’s how you feel, I won’t push,” Jayell said.

      Fes breathed out heavily. Was it worth it for him to upset her simply because he was frustrated by what she had done?

      He didn’t think that it was. And it might be valuable having a fire mage with him where he felt that he needed to go.

      “I need you to be honest with me,” Fes said.

      “I have been honest with you.”

      Fes arched a brow at her. “I need you to be completely honest with me.”

      She met his gaze and finally nodded.

      “When we reach Toulen, it might be dangerous.”

      “Everything about where I had planned on traveling has been dangerous,” she said.

      Fes turned his attention to the distant river. He could hear it now. It came in rushes, with the steady sound of turbulent water roiling over rocks. He could almost imagine the froth. It was almost as if he had seen it before, but he had never passed this way.

      “You will need to use your abilities.”

      She nodded. “I will do what I need to.”

      Fes looked over at her, uncertain whether she really would or not. He needed her to be a part of this. He needed for her to help. And he might need for her to fight.

      “What do you intend to do?”

      The longer they had been traveling, the more certain he was of what needed to happen. The only problem was that he wasn’t certain whether he could do what he thought he needed. If he could… then he could thwart the empire, perhaps find a way to get back into good grace with the emperor, and remove the threat of Elizabeth all at the same time.

      “I intend to get to the dragon skull before Elizabeth.”
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      When they reached the bridge, Fes hesitated. It was late at night and darkness swirled around them, the sound of the river rushing below. The bridge arched over the river, an enormous stone structure that seemed to be positioned in the middle of nowhere. The air held the fragrance of flowers and grasses, as well as deep, earthy scent.

      “What are you waiting for?” Jayell asked.

      “I’d rather cross in the daylight,” Fes said.

      “Why in the daylight?”

      Fes stared at the shadowed form of the bridge. “It makes me uncomfortable.”

      “It’s a bridge, Fes.”

      “A bridge. Here. Just west of the dragon fields. Doesn’t that make you nervous?”

      “Nothing about the dragons makes me nervous,” she said.

      Fes shook his head. “Perhaps it should.”

      Jayell shrugged. “Perhaps.”

      Fes took a seat near a clump of trees, letting the horses graze. It had been a long day. Traveling across the dragon fields had fatigued all of them, and he would let the horses have time to recuperate. It was time that Fes needed almost as much as their mounts did.

      Jayell settled on the ground next to him. She looked over, watching him with an amused expression. “You are an interesting man.”

      “Why? Because I don’t want to cross an old bridge in the middle of the night?”

      She shrugged. “That, and other things. You don’t strike me as the kind to be concerned with superstition.”

      “There isn’t any superstition in avoiding an unknown crossing.”

      “Why is this unknown?”

      “Do you see any settlements nearby?” Fes looked north and south, but everything around them was empty. It wasn’t as barren as the dragon fields, but there was a certain absence. It was almost as if the dragon fields pushed away anyone else who might be nearby.

      “There’s a reason that no one lives this close to the dragon fields.”

      “Is there?”

      “There are superstitions about the dragon fields, a belief that nothing can live near them.”

      “I’m not sure how much of that is superstition and how much is true,” Fes said.

      “What do you see around you?” Jayell asked. When he arched a brow, she went on. “Look at what you’re resting against. There’s no reason for such superstition. The dragon fields are miles from here, and far enough away that life has returned to these places.”

      “That is meant to reassure me?”

      “I’m only saying that the dragon fields aren’t the reason that people haven’t settled here.”

      “Why do you think people haven’t come here?”

      “It’s too far from the empire. It’s too far from the seat of power, and it’s too far from anything that would make it worthwhile.” She shrugged. “At least, that’s what I would say.”

      Fes leaned back against the tree. He wasn’t certain whether that was the case or whether there was something else. Perhaps there was some other explanation. Either way, as soon as they crossed this bridge, they could pass into Toulen, and then he could begin the search for Indra and Elizabeth.

      But how?

      That was the thought that had been troubling him the longer that they had ridden. Fes wasn’t certain how he would find Indra. Maybe he would feel the heat from the fire mage and could track through that, but that required her to be performing a spell, and would require that she draw that attention to herself. If he knew anything, he doubted that Elizabeth would be foolish enough to allow herself to be detected in such a way.

      Unless she didn’t know that he could detect her. If that were the case, then he might have an advantage. But it was an advantage that he didn’t want to count on. He thought about what he knew of Toulen, which wasn’t much. The only things he knew had been picked up from Theole. Little more than snippets of conversation during their brief time together.

      Jayell remained silent, and Fes appreciated that. He wanted nothing more than quiet, a solitude that would allow him both the chance to rest as well as an opportunity to think through what was to come. As his eyes drifted closed, he slept.

      He lost track of time and how long he slept, knowing only that he rested.

      Strange dreams came to him. They were snippets, little more than brief glimpses of visions that he knew were not real. In those visions, he saw dragons. Most of them soared high overhead—enormous creatures that were large enough to block out the sun. Scaled bodies of blue and red and green, each of them flying as powerfully as the largest eagle he had ever seen. In those visions, Fes felt a strange sense of calm. A distant part of his mind knew that he should be terrified of seeing dragons, but there was nothing terrifying about these. They weren’t hostile. He wasn’t certain how he knew that, only that he did. The dragons wanted nothing more than to protect their home.

      Heat enveloped him. For a moment, it seemed as if he were caught in one of the dragon’s flames, as if the breath of one of the mighty creatures crawled over him, but that wasn’t it. The heat seemed to come from everywhere, and it took a moment for him to realize that it came from inside of him.

      Fes awoke with a start.

      Jayell rested, her head lying on her arm, her breathing regular.

      Fes got up, unable to shake the visions. He had seen dozens and dozens of dragon relics, but never had he imagined that he would see a dragon, even if it were only in a dream. He didn’t know which was more surprising—that he were to have a dream about dragons or that he would dream that they were if not peaceful, then noble creatures.

      He made his way to the river’s edge, looking down at the water. From here, he was high enough over where it cut through the land, forming a steep drop off into a ravine where the river swept through. A fall would hurt, and he doubted that he would be able to swim well enough to get back to the shore. He could take the river, flowing along with it until it reached Idaris, perhaps staying with the river even longer, letting it drag him farther south, perhaps all the way back to the capital.

      Troubled thoughts continue to play at him, and as much as he tried to ignore them, it was thoughts of dragons that filled his mind. He had lived his entire life not thinking of dragons as anything other than a source of relics, a source of power for fire mages.

      Could there be more to them?

      Even if there was, why would he suddenly care?

      Glancing back at Jayell, he thought he knew. He had been twisted. There was no answer to it than that. The time that he had spent with both the rebellion and Alison’s grandfather and now with Jayell had somehow muddled things.

      He had made a point of not angering people of power. Rather, he had worked intentionally to stay in the good graces of the empire, serving Azithan so that he could claim that ongoing connection to the empire. Even after he’d left the employ of Horus, he’d not done anything in the time following to risk alienating him. It was how he hoped to one day find a measure of peace.

      More than the last job that had carried him out of the city, this mission had pitted him against the emperor and against those who served him directly. It was a mistake, and Fes knew that it was, but unfortunately, he didn’t feel as if he had much of a choice.

      As he stood along the shore, he felt a strangeness behind him, almost like there was some sort of presence. Fes turned slowly, reaching for the hilt of his dagger.

      There was nothing, but that didn’t shake the sense that he felt a presence. What was it that he detected? Could it be nothing more than his imagination?

      There were other things for him to worry about beyond his imagination.

      He had thought they kept ahead of the Dragon Guard, but what if they hadn’t? What if the Dragon Guard had a different way of traveling and had managed to catch up to them? The lack of bridges along the river wasn’t much of a secret, and though they had traveled quickly, maybe they hadn’t gone quickly enough.

      There was no sign of movement.

      Only his imagination, then.

      He held onto the daggers, keeping them unsheathed. Even if it was only his imagination, there was something peaceful and relaxing about holding onto them. Especially here. It was a strange sort of irony that the daggers were dragonglass and he was so close to the dragon lands. He had never taken the time to try to understand where they had come from or how his family had gotten a hold of them. That had never mattered to him before. All he cared about was that they were his family’s and they suited him in ways that other weapons did not.

      After a period of silence, Fes made his way back to the tree and took a seat. He watched Jayell as she rested, her breathing still regular. There was quite a bit that he didn’t know about her, and though she claimed that they had come this way to help Griffin, parts of that story bothered him.

      Given what he knew about the dragon fields, as well as what he knew about the rebellion and their movement along the northern edge of the empire, he was uncomfortable with the fact that they had been traveling in such a small band. They would have been bound to run into difficulty, wouldn’t they?

      And there was the fact that Griffin had been silent as if unable to speak. That troubled him, though he wasn’t entirely sure why. It was more than the fact that he wasn’t able to speak. It was that he was presumably Deshazl and had a similar type of connection to the ancient dragons as Fes. It couldn’t be only coincidence that they had come across him.

      And then there was Jayell’s knowledge. She had a breadth of knowledge about both the dragons and the dragon fields that seemed unusual. It rivaled that of Talmund, which made little sense, as she wasn’t the one who was leading them, or had she been?

      Fes sat up.

      What did he know about Jayell?

      She had been a fire mage and then had joined the Priests of the Flame. He had never heard of any fire mages joining the dragon priests, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t happen. All that it meant was that it was unlikely, though there was much about Jayell that was strange, even unlikely.

      What if she had been placed intentionally?

      He didn’t like that idea, but it had merit. Fes knew better than to ignore ideas that he didn’t like. He knew that even though he might not care for that possibility, there was a real chance that she still served the fire mages.

      Had he seen her do anything that would convince him otherwise?

      She had helped attack Jaken, but she had been reluctant in doing so. And what if her attack on Jaken had not been an attack at all? What if it had been directed at Fes?

      He shouldn’t be thinking like that. He shouldn’t be giving credit to ideas that likely had no merit as she had done nothing more than help him, but he had learned to trust his instincts, and those instincts were warning him now that there was more taking place than what he understood.

      And then there was the convenient fact of Azithan’s appearance.

      Fes trusted Azithan, as much as one could trust a fire mage, and he believed that Azithan wouldn’t hurt Griffin. What he didn’t know was whether there was any reason for Azithan to be working with Jayell.

      Everything added up to make him uncomfortable. All of it seemed to lead to the possibility that Jayell was not entirely what she seemed to be.

      When he had questioned her before, she had seemed offended, but of course, she would. Why wouldn’t she be offended by the idea that she wasn’t entirely what she seemed to be?

      He turned away from the river’s edge and made his way over to his horse, grabbing the reins. He walked the horse up to the bridge and started over it, mindful of how loud the horse’s hooves sounded on the stone. As he crossed over the bridge, he glanced back at Jayell. Even in the darkness, he noticed how she rested comfortably.

      It was time for them to separate. It was time for him to go on his own and figure out what Elizabeth had done with Indra. It was time for him to no longer question the motives of someone he was traveling with.

      And if he was wrong?

      If he was wrong, no harm would come of it. Jayell would return to the Priests of the Flame and he would continue searching for Indra. And maybe it was better. If it came to it, Fes had to be ready to face Elizabeth, and he wasn’t certain that Jayell was prepared for such a possibility.

      On the other side of the bridge, Fes let out a deep breath. The air smelled different. He wasn’t entirely certain how, only that it didn’t carry with it the same acrid scent that he had noticed while in the empire. And maybe that had something to do with the remnants of the dragon lands, or maybe there was something else to it, the nature of Toulen. Either way, Fes breathed it in, climbed into the saddle, and headed out across the darkened landscape.
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        * * *

      

      Days had passed without finding any sign of Indra or Elizabeth. He had been traveling south, thinking that if they had crossed the bridge near Idaris, he wanted to try and find a way to catch them. It would take riding quickly, and he pushed the horse as fast as he felt comfortable.

      The first few days, Fes felt a measure of guilt. He had left Jayell behind, and he didn’t know what she would think when she found him missing. It was doubtful that she would have attempted to follow him. There was nothing for her in Toulen. This task was his and not hers. She had come only because her task with Griffin had failed.

      Would she run into the Dragon Guard?

      He doubted that she would. The Dragon Guard would be after him, not her. It was unlikely that the Dragon Guard even knew anything about her, though the more that he rode, the less that he could convince himself that she wasn’t working on behalf of them.

      It was near noon when he saw a village in the distance.

      Fes slowed the horse, wanting to approach carefully. A village meant the possibility of answers, but it also raised the possibility that he might draw attention, and he wasn’t certain he wanted to do that. The more people who knew he had come through here, the more people there were who put his chances of success in danger.

      The village was small. Several dozen houses were arranged in neat lines, and a few larger buildings, but not much more than that. If it were later in the day, Fes would hold out hope for a warm meal and a comfortable bed, but as he still had much of the day to travel, it made no sense for him to linger here any longer than necessary. As much as he might want to stay, there would be nothing for him here.

      As he reached the edge of the village, he soon realized that it was empty.

      He should have noticed sooner that there was no movement within the village that indicated life. There was no smoke trailing up from the chimneys. There were no smells of food. There were no children running through the streets. There weren’t even any animals.

      It was empty.

      How far were they from the empire?

      That his first thought raised the question of the empire’s involvement in whatever had happened here bothered him, but what else was he to think? The river was only a minor barrier. Then again, it had been years since the empire had attempted to stretch its borders. Toulen had its own defenses and an army large enough to prevent the empire from attacking.

      As Fes made his way through the village, he looked for evidence of an attack, but there was none. There were no signs of the fire mage attacking, using spells that would destroy the village. There was nothing here.

      At the center of the village, he found a deep hole in the ground.

      Fes climbed off the horse and made a slow circuit around the hole. It was odd, and he had never seen anything quite like it. From the heaping mound of dirt, the hole appeared to be relatively fresh.

      What would have made that?

      The sun was bright overhead, casting a warmth over everything. For some reason, it reminded him of the warmth he had felt when having the vision of the dragons, and Fes pulled his gaze from the sky and looked at the ground once more. There was nothing, no evidence of anything that would explain what had been there.

      When he climbed back into the saddle, he guided the horse out of the village, continuing his southward track. He rode quickly, perhaps with even more speed than before, the emptiness of the village unsettling him.

      He camped for the night near the edge of a forest. A hardpacked road wound westerly from here. He would follow that in the morning. He didn’t think he could make good time cutting through the forest, and it would be unlikely for Elizabeth to have brought Indra anywhere within its borders.

      As he made a small camp, he began to wonder how he would ever find Elizabeth. So far, there had been no sense of heat, and nothing that would tell him that a fire mage was nearby. He wasn’t entirely certain that he would have expected to detect that. He was generally aware that Indra’s home could be found, his late night conversations with Theole telling him enough about their homeland, but would Elizabeth have brought her there?

      While resting, he had another night of dreams. Once again, glimpses of dragons swirling through the sky came to him. This time, one of the dragons—one with indigo scales and bright golden eyes—seemed to watch him as it soared high above. Every so often, the dragon would howl and heat and flame would erupt.

      Fes lost track of how long he slept but he knew that it was fitful. It was almost as if each time he drifted off, he began to have dreams of dragons. Did that mean that he was beginning to go mad?

      It was nothing more than his imagination—he was certain of that—and tied to the fact that he had been so caught up in dragon lore that he was thinking about it even while sleeping. What else could it have been?

      The night passed slowly. Fes tried to rest, but he continued to struggle.

      In the morning, he was weary. Almost as if he hadn’t slept at all.

      He rubbed the sleep from his eyes and dragged himself into the saddle, trying to focus on anything other than dragons.

      The horse seemed to sense his mood and as they traveled along the path, the stallion required little prompting. He was thankful for that and occasionally drifted off as they rode, slumping forward in the saddle.

      Late in the day, Fes jerked awake to the sound of thunder.

      He looked to the sky, but it was clear. There was no sign of clouds, and certainly, nothing that should have triggered thunder.

      Riders.

      Fes craned his neck, looking behind him, but saw no evidence of movement. There wasn’t anything in the distance, either.

      The road ran along the edge of the forest, and he debated going through the forest itself, not wanting to veer off a path that he thought would take him where he needed to go. But, if he didn’t, he feared that whoever was approaching would bear down on him before he could react. What would he do if it was the Dragon Guard? What would he do if it was Toulen soldiers?

      Fes tried to think about what he knew of Toulen, but it wasn’t much. They were organized differently, many different clans who came together, making up the nation. Obviously they lived in villages, but he didn’t know whether they had larger cities as well.

      The entirety of this mission was a mistake. It was foolish for him to be risking so much for Indra, and for what? Because he had made a promise? Because she reminded him of what he had failed to do with Benjan? Was that worth his life?

      But if he didn’t do this, if he didn’t follow through on what he had promised, what did that make him?

      The thundering continued to rumble, only now it had more of a direction to it. It was coming from behind him so Fes kicked the horse forward, trying to get more speed. As they rode, the rumble increased.

      He jerked on the reins and headed into the forest.

      It was better to remain hidden and let whoever was coming along the road get around him rather than confronting them directly.

      Fes didn’t have to wait long.

      Soldiers, fifty or more in total, raced along the road atop massive horses. The soldiers were dressed in strange colors, scraps of animal skin with fragments of bone arranged as jewelry. Most of them had their heads shaved and either tattoos or paint marked along their scalps.

      Toulen warriors.

      He didn’t know much about the Toulen warriors, only that they were skilled fighters and imposing enough that they made the emperor pause. Fes remained hidden, tucked into the shadows of the forest, thinking that he had managed to stay unnoticed, when a pair of riders veered off and headed into the trees.

      He reached for his daggers before halting himself.

      Wasn’t this what he wanted?

      If he could gain the help of Toulen warriors, wouldn’t he be able to figure out what they knew of Indra? Maybe he could use them for help.

      The riders headed directly toward him. Fes held his hands up, waiting, and the men approached with spears pointing directly at him.

      He wouldn’t have been able to do anything against spears like that anyway. His daggers would’ve been of little use, and he had no interest in attacking the warriors.

      The nearest man jabbed his spear toward Fes. “Who are you?” he asked. A strip of red paint ran down his forehead, ending between his narrowed eyes.

      “I’m here searching for a friend of mine who was captured by an empire fire mage.”

      Even as he said it, he realized how ridiculous that sounded. What would the Toulen warriors say to him? What would they do?

      The warriors glanced at each other. “What friend?” the man asked.

      “Her name is Indra—”

      The other Toulen warrior swung the end of his staff around, catching Fes in the side of the head. He crumpled.
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      Fes came around to the smell of smoke.

      For a moment, he thought that he was having another vision of dragons, the same dreams that had been plaguing him and continued to harass him, even while knocked unconscious. Instead, he found that his arms and legs were bound, and as much as he tried to wiggle them, there was no escaping.

      He turned his head, looking to see if his dragonglass daggers were still sheathed at his side, but they were not.

      Panic set his heart racing.

      “He’s awake,” he heard someone nearby say.

      Someone approached slowly and stuck their face close to Fes’s. This was an older man, and he had an unpainted face and closely cropped gray hair. Deep wrinkles lined the corners of his eyes. “He is awake,” the old man said in a warbling voice.

      “He is,” Fes said. “You don’t have to keep me tied up. I have no interest in harming you.”

      “And tied up, you have no capacity to harm us, either.”

      The old man nodded and someone jerked Fes so that he could sit upright. He looked around and saw a bright fire crackling nearby. He couldn’t see anything beyond the outline of the flames. There were several other Toulen warriors nearby, but he couldn’t make them out in the shadows.

      “Where am I?” Fes asked.

      “We question,” the old man replied.

      “Fine. Question.”

      Fes looked up, holding the old man’s gaze. The man looked back at Fes, and then he started to laugh softly. “Feisty for one of the empire in Toulen lands.”

      “There’s nothing feisty about it. And I’m not one of the empire.”

      “No? You ride a horse branded with the emperor’s mark.”

      “That might be, but it’s a stolen horse.”

      He stared at the warrior for a moment, and the old man looked back at him, almost as if waiting to see if Fes was joking, before barking out a laugh. “Stolen? What fool steals from the empire?”

      “The same fool who thinks to attack the Dragon Guard,” Fes said.

      The old man’s laughter died off. “What is this?”

      “Like I said, I’m not of the empire. And as I told your two men,” Fes said, trying to look around to see if he could find any sign of the man who had smacked him in the head with the staff, “I came to Toulen to try and help a friend of mine who was captured by a fire mage.”

      “He mentioned Indra,” a voice from the darkness said.

      Fes nodded. “That’s who I’m looking for,” he said.

      The Toulen warrior took a step forward, and Fes recognized him as the same one who had smacked him with the end of his staff. The man brought his staff up, almost as if to smack Fes in the head with it again, but he made a point of not looking away.

      “How do you know Indra?” the old man asked, keeping himself between Fes and the warrior who approached with his spear.

      “I met Indra and Theole on the road out of the capital. I traveled with them for a time, and I helped rescue Theole when he was captured by mercenaries.” There was no use in denying what he knew of them as he had to hope that his connection to Indra would grant them some leniency. He wasn’t certain whether it would matter, and given the way they had greeted him, perhaps it wouldn’t.

      “What do you know of her?” the old man asked.

      “I know that she was brought back to the capital after something happened to her father,” Fes said.

      “She shouldn’t have been there,” the younger warrior said. “They shouldn’t have been—”

      The old man raised his hand, silencing the other man. He turned up attention back to Fes. “You said that you traveled with them for a time. How is that?”

      Fes shook his head. “I met them at the Great Market. They were there selling totems, and then again when traveling, I came across them on the road north.”

      “Why would you have been traveling north?”

      “Because I took a job.”

      “You mentioned mercenaries. Are you a mercenary?”

      Fes had never considered himself a mercenary, but maybe that was what he was now. He’d always thought himself a collector, but if he were a collector, shouldn’t there be something that he was after to collect? Instead, he was chasing after a person, more like a mercenary than any scavenger, the sort that he had tried to avoid becoming all these years.

      “I’m a collector.”

      “A collector?” The old man arched a brow at Fes and leaned close, taking a deep breath. “What sort of things do you collect?”

      “Lately, it’s been mostly items for a fire mage.”

      “He does serve the empire,” the young warrior said.

      “I do not serve the empire,” Fes said, glaring at the man. “I serve whoever is willing to pay. It so happens that there is someone in the empire who has been willing to pay and happens to have deep pockets.”

      “And what of your sword?” the old man asked.

      Fes had forgotten about it. He shouldn’t have. He had sacrificed quite a bit to steal that sword from Jaken, but he suspected the sword marked him as one of the emperor’s men almost as much as the horse.

      “It was stolen.”

      “Stolen? You bear the blade of a Dragon Guard, one of rank, and you claim it stolen?” the old man asked.

      “It wasn’t one of my best ideas,” Fes said.

      “Why would you steal from one of the Dragon Guard?”

      “Because I wanted to see whether there was anything magical about the blade.”

      The old man frowned at Fes for a long moment. “Why would you question whether there’s anything magical about the blade?”

      “Because I saw the Dragon Guard cut through a fire mage’s spell. I thought that I—” One of the Toulen warriors started laughing and Fes looked over at him, shooting him the darkest glare that he could manage. “As I was saying. I wanted to see whether I could use the sword to cut through a spell that a powerful fire mage might use on me.”

      “And why might a powerful fire mage use a spell on you?” the old man asked.

      “Because she’s the one who has Indra. I barely managed to escape the last spell that she placed on me, and I wanted to be prepared for the possibility of the next.”

      The old man leaned back on his heels and breathed out heavily. He nodded to one of the men near Fes. The man approached, a wickedly curved blade slicing toward him.

      Fes kept his eyes open. If he was going to die, he would do it meeting the gaze of the man who took his life. Surprisingly, the man didn’t cut through him. He cut through the ropes holding his legs, and then he grabbed for Fes’s arms and sliced through the ropes holding him.

      As he rubbed his arms together, Fes glared at the warrior who had knocked him out. “Where are my daggers?”

      The old man shook his head. “Those will remain with us.”

      “No.”

      When the old man smiled, he studied Fes for a long moment. “No?”

      “Those are my daggers. And I will have them returned to me.” He looked around at the warriors arranged around him. There had to be a dozen, and it was difficult to appear as if he were unafraid with his heart pounding heavily in his chest. He was afraid, though he tried to conceal it. “What exactly do you think that I can do against you armed with only those daggers?” He kept his gaze fixed on the old man, the one who apparently led them, and crossed his arms over his chest. “There are far too many of you for me to be able to do anything. At least allow me my family blades back.”

      The old man studied Fes for a long moment before finally nodding once.

      The warrior who had attacked Fes and taken his daggers shook his head. “Father, this is a terrible—”

      The old man raised his hand, silencing him.

      Father. At least Fes had an idea of what the relationships were now. One of the other warriors approached, carrying Fes’s daggers. He handed them to Fes, hilt first. Fes took them and slipped them back into their sheaths, crossing his arms over his chest again.

      “Where is she?” Fes asked. The old man studied Fes for a moment. “I can tell from your reaction that you know Indra, which tells me that this party is either looking for her or her father. I don’t know what happened to Theole other than what I heard. For all I know, he really is dead, but I had made a promise to him that I would keep Indra safe—at least, as safe as I can.”

      “That’s what this is about for you?” the old man asked. “A promise?”

      “Promises matter to me.”

      The old man continued to stare at Fes, almost as if he were a puzzle that he was trying to solve. Fes refused to look away but couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling.

      He had been wondering how he was going to find Indra, and now he wondered if he even needed to try. If these men were looking for her—and given how aggressively they had come at him, he suspected that they were—then maybe she didn’t need him to search throughout Toulen for her.

      “Theole was never to have taken Indra from Toulen.”

      “Why not? He’s her father, isn’t he?”

      “He is.”

      “Then why wouldn’t he be allowed to bring her out of Toulen?”

      “Because of what she is. Because of what she can do.”

      “And what is that?”

      “You mentioned the totems that you saw at the market. Did Theole ever talk about them any more than that?”

      Fes reached into his pocket and pulled out the figurine Indra had given him on their travels. It was not nearly as complicated as the ones she had given him before, but it resembled him, and he appreciated the fact that she had thought enough of him to provide him with such a gift.

      Gripping it between his fingers, he held it out, showing it to the old man. “When we were camped, she showed me that there were figurines that she made. Theole alluded to the fact that she was able to do more with them, but I never really understood how much more.”

      The old man stared at the figurine, his jaw clenched. “Where did you get this?”

      “From Indra. She gave it to me.”

      “She gave it to you?”

      Fes shrugged and nodded. “Was she not supposed to?”

      One of the warriors near him leaned close and gasped. “Look at it, Father.”

      “I can see, Galend.”

      “What is this about?”

      “This is about Indra. If she was claimed by a fire mage, then much is in danger. She has the dragon blessing, and with it…”

      Fes would have smiled, were it not for all of the dreams that he’d been having of late. Once again, it all came back to the dragons. “What do you mean by the dragon blessing?”

      “That is not for me to share with someone outside of Toulen.”

      Fes grunted. “Fine. Can you tell me why you were heading inland?”

      “We heard reports of movement deep in Toulen.”

      “What kind of movement?”

      “The kind that would indicate danger from the empire.”

      “Such as a fire mage?” Fes asked.

      The old man met his gaze and didn’t look away. He didn’t nod or acknowledge Fes in any way.

      “Fine. You don’t have to tell me. I will continue to go after them, and I will—”

      “You will return to the empire,” the old man said.

      “I haven’t completed my promise.”

      “Your promise does not matter. In the morning, you will return to the empire and you will leave this fire mage to the people of Toulen.”

      Fes licked his lips. He didn’t want to argue with the old man, and didn’t want to cause any difficulty for Indra, but even with as many men as he had seen, he wasn’t entirely certain that they would be enough to rescue Indra from Elizabeth. Not when Elizabeth had a golem.

      “This is more than about a fire mage,” Fes said. “She has another source of power with her, and that might be too much for even your warriors to withstand.”

      “Do you fear that Toulen doesn’t have the strength to stand up to the empire?” one of the warriors asked.

      Fes looked over at him. He had strips of paint over each eye, and his brow was knitted in a frown. The man was muscular and he held onto his spear as if he intended to throw it—or jab it into Fes.

      “I don’t know anything about Toulen and your abilities, but I do know that the woman who has Indra has a powerful creature with her, and this creature is more than most soldiers can withstand.”

      The old man studied Fes for a moment. “What kind of creature?”

      “It’s called a golem. It is—”

      The old man breathed out heavily. “I know what a golem is.”

      “Have you ever faced one before?” Fes asked.

      “We have never been called upon to face a golem.” He looked over at the nearest warrior, and the man nodded before turning away and disappearing into the darkness. “There are techniques that are required to disable a golem.”

      “Techniques? I don’t think you understand. This thing tore through a band of soldiers. This thing is hard enough that even dragonglass can’t cut through it.”

      “No. A golem must be stopped by stopping the one who holds control over it. Only then can it be destroyed.”

      “Good luck stopping this fire mage, then.”

      “We have experience facing the fire mages. We will not need luck.”

      “Are you certain? From what I can tell, you have soldiers, but against a fire mage, soldiers might not be enough.”

      “And what would you suggest?”

      “Let me come with you.”

      He shouldn’t even offer, and Fes knew better than to risk himself traveling with soldiers of Toulen when he didn’t know what they might do. But in order to keep his promise to Indra, he needed to do this.

      “Those of the empire are not welcome in Toulen.”

      “Obviously, but seeing as how I am not of the empire…”

      The old man continued to stare at him. “If this is permitted, you will help rescue Indra and then you will leave the Toulen lands.”

      “Gladly.”

      The old man had started to turn away when Fes cleared his throat.

      “I need that sword back,” he said.

      “You said it was not yours.”

      “It wasn’t mine. The sword was stolen, but it was stolen with purpose. I needed to see if it would be powerful enough to help me cut through the spells the fire mage might use.”

      “You can cut through spells?”

      Fes shrugged. “I don’t understand it, either, and the people I’ve been traveling with believe that it’s because I’m descended from the Deshazl—”

      Several people gasped near him.

      Fes looked over but could see no sign of who had made the sound. Was it because he claimed to be Deshazl? He recognized that was uncommon and recognized that he might not even be Deshazl.

      “Why would you make such a claim?” the old man asked.

      “I don’t know that I would, but enough people that I’ve traveled with recently seem to believe it, so it might be true.” Fes shrugged. “Either way, I know that I have been successful in cutting through a fire mage’s spells. Whether it’s me or whether it’s the daggers or whether the dragonglass sword will work, I think I need to be with you so that I can help protect Indra.”

      “You may have the sword.” The old man started to turn before pausing. What he said next troubled Fes, mostly because of the strange tone he used as he spoke. “If you are Deshazl, you would be welcome in Toulen.”

      For some reason, Fes wasn’t sure if he really was welcome.

      When they handed the sword over to him, he held it carefully, worried that he’d made a serious mistake. It wouldn’t be his first mistake, and he thought it probably wouldn’t be the last, either.
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      They headed north.

      Fes clung to the reins of the horse, galloping at a speed faster than when he had been riding alone. The stallion seemed more relaxed, unmindful of the fact that they were surrounded by fifty Toulen warriors riding horses much larger than it was. Those horses were powerful and moved with speed and grace that his stallion couldn’t match. It was almost as if Fes’s horse tried to prove himself.

      He had stopped asking why they headed north. There was no point in continuing to question, much as there was no point in trying to get any additional answers out of the old man. He seemed reluctant to share anything more, and Fes decided that he would be content with the fact that they allowed him to travel with them. If nothing else, he was determined to see this through, determined to get Indra to safety, and then he could return to the capital and figure out what Azithan might have done with Griffin. One task at a time, Fes decided.

      Near midday, the lead rider—the Toulen warrior Fes had argued with—guided them to a stop. He wasn’t certain what to expect, but as they waited, another fifty or so Toulen warriors raced toward them. They were dressed in animal skins and bones much like the warriors that Fes rode with.

      “What is this about?” Fes asked the old man, nudging his horse forward to join him.

      “This is one of the other clans.”

      “Are you going to fight?”

      “Fight?” the old man asked. “They are approaching because they carry word. We might be separate clans, but we are united as a people of Toulen.”

      “What kind of word would they carry?”

      “The kind we have need of.”

      Fes waited, and a solid-looking man with a wide chin rode forward. Blue paint that reminded Fes of the indigo-scaled dragon of his dreams was painted on his head. “It is gone,” the man said. He had a rough voice and a hint of an accent, and there was anger blazing in his eyes. When he turned his gaze to Fes, he reached for his spear.

      Fes sat completely still, almost afraid to move.

      “He is with us, Ulesn.”

      “He rides an empire stallion. After what has happened—”

      “He came here for her.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “Because he claims to be Deshazl,” the old man said.

      Ulesn stared at him for a long moment. “He is not Deshazl. We would know were there any Deshazl remaining.”

      “We think we would know, much as we think that we would know whether the empire would sneak a fire mage into our lands.” Words hung in the air for a moment. “And he carries with him a powerful totem, one carved by Indra herself.”

      “What kind of totem?”

      “One of him.”

      Ulesn turned his attention to Fes, now staring at him with a different type of interest. “Are you Deshazl?”

      Fes shrugged. “That’s what they tell me.”

      “What they?”

      “Priests, mostly. I don’t know what to make of it.”

      The man stared at Fes for a while before turning his attention back to the old man. “He is not Deshazl.”

      “Perhaps not, but he intends to confront the fire mage.”

      “We will handle the fire mage if it comes to it.”

      “Even with a golem?” Fes asked. They didn’t seem impressed by it, but maybe that was because they had never faced one before. Fes had seen how indestructible the creature was, how there was virtually nothing that he could do to counter it. There was reason to fear something like that. Had he not managed to escape…

      Ulesn narrowed his eyes. “A golem?”

      Fes nodded.

      “That would explain why Thynad was completely destroyed.”

      “Completely?” the old man asked. “There had to have been a thousand people living there.”

      “Many still lived, but the city itself is gone. Destroyed. And the—”

      The old man shook his head. “It’s gone, too, isn’t it?”

      Ulesn nodded. “It is gone.”

      The old man sighed. “It should not be so easy for a fire mage to claim these things. They have been in our possession for nearly a thousand years, and for one fire mage to come in and take them?”

      “If Indra is with them…” he started before trailing off.

      “Even if Indra was with them, they shouldn’t have been able to move so easily through here.”

      “It’s because she has a golem,” Fes said. “I don’t know what it is that you think shouldn’t be able to happen, but this creature… I’ve seen it. I’ve fought it.”

      “If you had fought it, you would be dead,” Ulesn said.

      “Maybe. Or maybe I got lucky. I’m not dead, so I assume that it was luck or skill or…” Fes shrugged. He didn’t know what it was, only that somehow he still lived after facing a golem more than once.

      And from what the Toulen warriors were saying, that creature was now tearing through Toulen, leaving destroyed cities and people. Was that what Elizabeth had intended to do?

      Maybe she wasn’t after a dragon skull at all. Maybe she was after the destruction of Toulen, but why?

      The empire had not warred with Toulen in a long time. There was no reason since Toulen was well equipped to defend itself. They had managed to fend off the fire mages and they had proven that their warriors were more than capable. The empire had supposedly decided that it wasn’t worth the effort to continue battling them.

      Instead, trade had been established, and it had been beneficial for both nations. Fes himself had bought many Toulen items over the years—particularly the cloth they made. And Toulen had been more than willing to purchase dragon relic replicas. Then again, most people were willing to purchase dragon relic replicas since no one other than the empire had many.

      The warriors continued talking amongst themselves, and Fes ignored them. What choice did he have? There wasn’t anything that he could offer as he still didn’t entirely know what had happened.

      “Do you have a dragon skull in Toulen?” Fes spoke, interrupting them.

      The old man looked over at him. “What is that?”

      “A rumor. I heard that the people of Toulen have a dragon skull. Is that true?”

      Ulesn and the old man exchanged a glance before looking over at Fes. “I don’t know where you’ve heard that, but…”

      Fes shook his head. “Fine. If it’s not true, then it’s not true. I was told that Elizabeth might be coming after a dragon skull. And considering the village that I went through that was empty—”

      The old man looked over at Fes. “What village was this?”

      “It was one only a few days away from the river. I rode through it on my way south, thinking that I could catch up to her. The village was empty, and at the center of the village was a deep hole in the ground.”

      The two men looked at each other again. “How many do you think she has acquired?” the old man said.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t know that someone from the empire had even reached Toulen before you sent word.”

      The old man pressed his lips together in a tight line. “We have to stop her. If she manages to bring those items to the empire, there will be no telling what will happen.”

      “What items? Is this about dragon relics?”

      “If you were Deshazl, you would know the answer to this already,” Ulesn said.

      “And as I told you, I had no idea I was Deshazl until recently. So if there’s something I’m supposed to know, it’s simply a matter of my ignorance.”

      Ulesn glared at him. Fes looked back, but as he did, he felt a hint of heat tingling against his skin. Was it imagined? He didn’t think that it was, and the more that he focused, the more certain he was that he did pick up on the sense of heat.

      It was a familiar sense… and he recognized it as the same as what he’d felt the last time he’d detected a fire mage using their magic.

      “She’s nearby,” Fes said. He spoke softly, not certain whether he was right or not, but that had to be the case, didn’t it? Elizabeth had to be near somewhere.

      The old man looked at him. “What is that?”

      “I can feel the beginning of magic.” He looked over, scanning the horizon, but there was nothing other than the Toulen warriors. “I don’t know where, but I feel it. She’s nearby.”

      “What do you mean you can feel it?” Ulesn asked.

      “I mean that there is fire mage magic being used somewhere. It’s weak, but…” Fes closed his eyes, wishing that he could pick up on the directionality of the magic, but he could not. It could be anywhere. It could be deeper into the Toulen territory, or it could be farther to the north or even south, the way they had come. He doubted that he picked it up across the river, but maybe that was where he was detecting it. Maybe it was in the empire rather than in Toulen.

      “Do you really think that we should listen to him, Adoran?” Ulesn asked.

      The old man—Adoran—looked over at Fes. Worry wrinkled his brow. “Are you telling the truth?”

      “Why would I lie about this?” Fes asked.

      “We have had others from the empire come to our lands, and many times they have tried to gain our trust, and each time they have betrayed it. It’s why we only allow our traders to go to the empire, and not the reverse. You ask why you would lie, and I tell you that it is to gain access to what has been long forbidden to the empire.”

      “No. I don’t lie. And if you are keeping some sort of dragon relic here that the empire’s after, I don’t care,” Fes said. “All I care about is fulfilling that promise.”

      Adoran studied Fes for a long moment before nodding. “I believe you.”

      “If you believe me, then you need to be prepared for the possibility that Elizabeth will be heading in this direction.”

      If it was all about a dragon relic, he believed she would be after something of great power that she would return to the empire. Something that would give her strength and status and a way to continue to challenge the people of Toulen.

      “Be ready,” Adoran said to Ulesn.

      “We are always ready,” he said.

      “Are you always ready for a golem? Are you always ready to face a powerful fire mage?” Fes asked.

      Ulesn met his gaze. There was heaviness in the way that he looked at Fes. “We are always ready.”

      Fes almost shivered. There was strength in the other man, and it was the kind of strength that Fes could appreciate.

      As he sat the horse, he felt the heat continue to build, growing increasingly unmistakable. Whatever was coming was happening more quickly than he had first believed. If it was Elizabeth, then he needed to be ready.

      He unsheathed the sword strapped to his back.

      Ulesn looked at him. “What is it?”

      Fes ignored him, holding the long blade between both hands. The hilt of the sword was longer than he could manage one handed, and the sword itself was awkward. He was much more comfortable with his daggers, but perhaps the dragonglass sword might grant him an easier time cutting through this much fire magic. It seemed as if he would soon find out.

      Fes closed his eyes, keeping them squeezed shut as he focused on the heat building around him. As he did, he felt a stirring, almost one that reminded him of when the rage boiled through him as he was fighting. It reminded him of the heat he felt in his dream.

      Fes held onto that heat, focusing on it.

      As he did, there came a distinct pressure upon him.

      “North,” he whispered.

      “How do you know?” Adoran asked.

      “I can feel it,” Fes said, opening his eyes. “I don’t know how, I don’t know why, but it’s there, and I know that it is.”

      Adoran nodded. “The Deshazl were long rumored to have the ability to detect the fire mages. It was how they managed to withstand the attacks as long as they did.”

      “It didn’t seem to work out for them, did it?” Fes asked.

      Adoran stared at him, seeming as if he were trying to figure out whether Fes was making a joke or not. After a while, he shook his head. “No. It did not work out for them. Eventually, the empire managed to overwhelm them. Eventually, the power of the fire magic was too much for the Deshazl. And the dragons.”

      “Maybe when this is all over, you can tell me what you know of the Deshazl,” Fes said.

      Adoran nodded. “I would be willing to share with you what I know, but I will tell you that it is not much.”

      They started off to the north, keeping a steady pace, not moving with nearly the same swiftness that they had before. Every so often, Fes would close his eyes, focusing on the sense of the heat, that of the fire magic, before opening them. They continued to head in the right direction.

      As he focused on it, Adoran watched him, almost as if he were trying to decide whether or not Fes was attempting to deceive them. For his part, Fes didn’t know what it meant that he could detect what he could. The pressure he sensed was distinct, and there was no questioning that it was real. And it definitely had a particular directionality to it, something that he’d never been able to pick up on before. Maybe it was nothing more than the sword, or maybe it was simply Fes learning to focus on the source of the magic.

      Gradually, the heat began to build, rising to the point where Fes wasn’t able to ignore it. Every so often, he would look at Adoran or Ulesn, but neither man seemed to notice it. Maybe it really was something that only he could feel.

      “We’re getting closer,” Fes said. “I can feel the heat of her spell working more and more as we travel.”

      Adoran’s eyes began to take on a tightness. Every so often, he would lean over to one of the men riding alongside him and whisper to him. When he did, the man would ride off, sometimes northerly, sometimes to the south, and always he would come racing back and whisper to Adoran.

      Fes wondered what they were looking for. Was it signs of Elizabeth? Or was it something else?

      They were barely more than a hundred warriors. That should be enough. When it came to confronting Elizabeth, Carter, and the golem, for some reason, Fes wondered whether or not they would have enough people with them. It was possible that the golem would tear through the line of soldiers, and if that happened, there might be nothing that could be done. It would leave Fes attempting to stop Elizabeth alone.

      Would he be strong enough?

      Perhaps the better question was whether or not the sword would be powerful enough. Fes didn’t know the answer to that, either.

      Near dusk, the pressure got to the point where he could feel it squeezing, reminding him of what he had detected when Elizabeth had placed the dragon pearls on either side of him, attempting to constrict him with the power of her fire magic.

      He continued to look at the others who traveled with him, but no one else seemed bothered by the sensation. Maybe it really was only him.

      If that were the case, how was it that Elizabeth targeted him? Unless she didn’t. Unless it was simply the sense of her fire magic pushing against him.

      “We’re getting close,” Fes said.

      The ground began to shudder. It was a steady thundering sort of sound, and it reminded him of what he had heard from the horse’s hooves as the Toulen warriors approached. This was a steady rhythmic sound, and as Fes focused on it, he realized that he had heard it before, but not from the Toulen warriors.

      Skies of Fire.

      “Golem,” he breathed out. He looked around, and Adoran glanced over at him. “The golem is coming,” Fes said.

      “Are you certain?”

      Fes tipped his head to the side, trying to listen, and it was almost as if he could feel it thundering within him. “I can feel it. Can’t you?”

      “Not yet,” Adoran said.

      “Be ready.”

      “We are always—”

      Ulesn didn’t have a chance to finish.

      The golem suddenly appeared, almost as if exploding from the ground. As it did, it crashed into the front line of the Toulen warriors. A dozen warriors were down in an instant.

      The warriors grouped quickly and surrounded the golem, spears out. They jabbed at the creature, taking turns to stab one after another, drawing the golem’s attention toward them before another stabbed.

      The golem seemed distracted, almost as if the attempt would work, but then it barreled forward, swatting two of the warriors off to the side, knocking them back with no more effort than it took Fes to swat flies.

      The other warriors began to converge, taking up space around the golem, circling it.

      As Fes watched, the golem continued to swat at the warriors, knocking them back.

      He jumped out of the saddle and raced toward the golem.

      What was he thinking?

      There was nothing that he could do against a creature like that. He’d already proven that his dragonglass daggers couldn’t harm it.

      But could the sword?

      He jumped between a pair of Toulen warriors, ignoring their spears, and slammed the sword into the golem’s back.

      The creature staggered. For a moment, Fes feared the sword would shatter, but it managed to withstand the impact. The golem didn’t fall. Fes’s arms throbbed from the effort of smacking it.

      The golem turned its attention to Fes.

      It had the same odd features, the almost-human-but-not-quite way of looking at him. Fes swung the sword and the creature caught it, the blade crashing into the golem’s hand.

      Fes jerked it free. He swung again, and again the golem brought its arm up, blocking the dragonglass sword.

      There was nothing that he could do to slow this creature. There was nothing that any of them could do against a creature like this.

      Fes fell back, drawing the golem’s attention. The Toulen warriors continued to jab at it with their spears, but the golem ignored them, keeping its focus on Fes.

      “Get out of here,” Fes said to them.

      The warriors ignored him, continuing to stab with their spears.

      Fes tried to summon the rage, letting it fill him, but even as he did, he knew there was nothing that he could do against a creature that could withstand every attack he could muster.

      The golem pressed toward him and swatted at him. The creature’s hand grazed Fes, barely striking him, but he still went flying back.

      As he stood, his cloak tangled, he darted forward, trying to cut through the golem again, but again failing. There was no way to stop a creature like this.

      Perhaps that was the point.

      They had to stop the one controlling the golem.

      Somehow, they needed to get to Elizabeth, and they needed to bring her down, but the golem would prevent him from getting away.

      Something moved in his pocket.

      Fes tried to ignore it, but there was a strange stirring. As he jumped back, narrowly missing another attack from the golem, he reached into his pocket to figure out what it was that he felt writhing.

      It was the figurine.

      Why would he be able to feel the figurine moving in his pocket?

      He pulled it out of his pocket and it continued to writhe in his hands. Fes tossed it to the ground, uncomfortable with whatever it was doing.

      The golem swiped at him, trying to reach him, and Fes jabbed outward with the dragonglass sword, trying to deflect it. The foolish Toulen warriors continued to jab at the golem as if they thought their spears might suddenly start penetrating its stone skin.

      “Fools! Would you stop?” He jabbed with his sword again, and again the golem swatted at it, knocking the blade back, almost having too easy a time with it. “Get out of here. It’s not safe for you to stay here!”

      There was movement near his feet and Fes cast a quick glance down to see the figurine continuing to writhe. What was happening?

      The golem took another step, and as Fes brought his sword around, the golem swatted him. It was a solid blow that caught Fes square on the chest, knocking the wind out of him and sending him flying back.

      He took a gasping breath, trying to suck in as much air as he could, but it felt as if his entire chest had collapsed. He looked down, but there was no obvious injury. Just the pain that burned through him with each breath.

      He clambered to his feet, getting up as quickly as he could before the golem had a chance to attack him again.

      As he got to his feet, he saw a strange sight.

      The figurine had changed. It was now ten times as large as it had been, and was continuing to grow. The figurine attacked the golem, at first punching the creature, and then when that was ineffective, it grabbed the golem around the legs and kept it from moving.

      “We need to go,” Adoran said, reaching a hand out and helping Fes to his feet.

      “But the golem—”

      “The totem will manage the golem. At least, for now. I don’t know how long the totem will withstand the attack, but Indra has bought us time.”

      “I don’t understand,” Fes said.

      “You don’t need to understand.”

      The Toulen warriors were all back on their horses and starting away from the golem. The golem tried to get itself free, but now the figurine had elongated so that it was as tall as Fes’s waist.

      Adoran tossed the reins of Fes’s horse to him. He caught them, climbing into the saddle with a sense of incredulity. What was happening? What was going on with that figurine?

      The Toulen warriors continued to ride, hurrying away, and as Fes followed, he glanced back, looking to see if he could figure out what was happening with the golem, but it remained frozen in place, held by the figurine.

      Indra had bought them time.

      If the only way to stop the golem was to bring down Elizabeth, they needed to act quickly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Every so often, Fes glanced back, worried that he would see the golem chasing them. The creature never came. That did nothing to reassure him. He had seen the way the golem had little difficulty facing down the entirety of the Toulen warriors.

      The landscape never changed, a barren dried grassland that had none of the lush life he’d seen on the other side of the river near the dragon plains. Occasional copses of trees dotted the plains, and he feared Elizabeth might be hiding within them, but the sense of heat never changed the longer they rode.

      “How do you know that the golem can’t escape?” Fes asked after they’d ridden for half an hour.

      Adoran glanced over. “The totem was still growing in strength. It will hold the golem, though I don’t know how long it will be effective.”

      “How?” Fes looked over before turning his attention to stare behind him. There was no evidence of anything back there. The golem might still be there, but he saw no sign of it. “I mean, how was it possible?”

      “Did you really not know what she was doing?” Ulesn asked.

      “I really didn’t know,” Fes said. “When she handed me that totem, I thought…” Fes wasn’t entirely certain what he thought, only that he hadn’t expected that there would be power within it.

      “Indra has the dragon’s blessing.”

      “I don’t know what the dragon blessing is.”

      “It allows the things she carves to be animated.”

      “How did she know that we needed the help of the totem?”

      “It’s possible that she did not.”

      Fes looked over at Adoran. “If she didn’t, then how did the totem become animated?”

      “I don’t know,” Adoran said.

      “How long do you think the totem will hold the golem?”

      “A creature like that will be difficult to hold for long. Indra is strong, one of the strongest with the dragon blessing that we have had in quite some time, but even she has limitations.”

      “Even she?”

      He didn’t elaborate.

      “What happens next?” Fes asked.

      “Now we need to find this fire mage who controls the golem and stop her before the golem breaks free.”

      “And what if the golem doesn’t break free?” Fes looked behind them, thankful that there still wasn’t any sign of it. The creature could move fast—he had seen that himself—so he didn’t doubt that it could be barreling toward them at any moment. Hopefully, he’d hear—or feel—it coming first. “What if the totem defeats the golem?”

      “A golem is powered by an entirely different type of magic,” Adoran said. “And Indra is still learning. If she had another dozen years, perhaps I would say it was possible, but as it is, Indra does not know enough to defeat a golem.”

      “Why would it matter that she carved the totem in my image?”

      Ulesn glanced back at Fes before looking at Adoran and then shifting in the saddle to face forward once more.

      “She was hoping to draw strength from you,” Adoran said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It can be carved out of power that she draws,” Adoran started. “In those cases, she draws upon power that she imagines and pulls through her. It is the dragon blessing. That is the purest form of the blessing, and what we are most familiar with. There are other ways to use the dragon blessing, though it is uncommon. Doing so will pull on the strength of the person it is modeled after.”

      “Then the fact that she modeled it after me means that it pulls on my strength?” Fes asked.

      “In a sense,” Adoran said. “It is not that it would weaken you. That is not the nature of the blessing. In fact, it would be more likely that her carving it in your likeness would weaken her even more than simply creating her own totem. That is easier for her. It doesn’t require the same focus. But when she crafts it in someone’s image, she draws upon the potential of strength that person has.” Adoran met his gaze. “It means that Indra believed you are a man of great strength.”

      “Then why would she have given me the totem? Why wouldn’t she have kept it herself?”

      It would’ve been easier—and better—for her to have kept something like that. If she had some way of getting free, why wouldn’t she have taken it? Why would she allow herself to remain trapped?

      “If this fire mage knows what Indra is capable of, there are ways of preventing—and protecting—oneself.”

      “Then how was she able to animate this totem?”

      “As I said, I don’t know.”

      “I thought you had the same ability.”

      “Not the same as Indra. There are few of us who have that natural ability.”

      Adoran fell silent, and they continued at a gallop. The pressure continued to build on him, the sense of heat from the fire magic that Elizabeth was using rising around him. Fes felt it pressing, almost as if attempting to constrict him.

      Every so often, he would pull out a dagger and slash at the air. It would ease off the power for a little while before it began building again. He resisted the urge to withdraw the sword, not wanting to unsheathe it while riding, not knowing how well he would be able to balance while holding onto a sword like that. And he did manage to cut through the magic a few times, often enough that he, at least, felt as if he were easing it away, making it so that he didn’t have to suffer from the pressure of it.

      Each time that he cut at the air, Adoran and Ulesn glanced over at him. The other warriors rode ahead of them, fewer than when they had started the day. A dozen or more had died fighting the golem, crushed under the weight of the creature’s attack.

      After a while, Fes could no longer even take deep breaths. When that happened, he had no choice but to unsheathe the sword. He held it in both hands, squeezing his knees together to stay balanced on the horse, and simply held the sword. The movement of the horse helped it part the spell, and Fes could practically feel it buzzing as it did.

      “What are you doing?” Ulesn asked.

      “The fire magic is building around me. Can’t you feel it?”

      “I can’t feel anything.”

      “Well I can. It’s trying to crush me.”

      “And the sword?”

      “The sword cuts through the spell.”

      “The Deshazl cuts through the spell,” Adoran corrected. “The sword is merely an extension of your power.”

      “If you say so. Either way, it helps. I don’t know how, and I can’t explain why, but it makes a difference.”

      “You don’t have to explain,” Adoran said. “The Deshazl share the magic of dragons. You draw upon that power to overcome the fire mage’s borrowed power.”

      They had ridden nearly two hours after facing the golem when a strange chill worked up his spine, followed by a low rumble.

      “Did anyone feel that?” Fes asked.

      “Feel what?” Ulesn asked.

      Fes described what he had felt, including the strange chill. As he did, Adoran’s eyes narrowed and he twisted in the saddle so that he could look behind him. “The golem is free,” Adoran said.

      “How do you know?”

      “From what you describe,” he said.

      “How much time do you think we have?”

      In the distance, Fes saw the bridge. He had crossed it at night, and seeing it in the daylight, the way the grayish stone caught the reflection of the sunlight, he found a strange sort of majesty to it. Cracks worked through the bridge, and he wondered how safe it would be for all of them to attempt a crossing at one time, but given the fact that the golem was chasing them, there didn’t appear to be much choice.

      “Not long,” Adoran said. “Can you tell which way she is?”

      Fes closed his eyes and slowly connected to the heat within himself. As he did, he felt the pulsing, the pressure that worked against him. It came from across the bridge.

      Fes pointed as he opened his eyes.

      “That is my fear,” Adoran said.

      “Why?”

      “I suspect that she has acquired something that she should not.”

      “Such as a dragon skull?”

      “There are many dragon relics in Toulen that have protected our people for centuries,” Adoran said. “And if the emperor has discovered what we possess, we will no longer be as safe as we should be.”

      “Maybe the emperor hasn’t discovered them. Not yet,” Fes said.

      Adoran frowned. “Perhaps not.”

      They raced toward the bridge and the lead Toulen warriors pounded across. As Fes watched them ride across, dust trickled out of some of the cracks. It was almost enough for him to turn away and refuse to cross, but as he looked behind him, he saw a streaking form coming toward them.

      The golem.

      Fes couldn’t help but marvel at how fast it moved. The creature was swifter than any horse, and despite its weight, it moved quickly, racing toward them in a way that Fes could hardly believe.

      Adoran glanced back before sending word ahead for the warriors to get across the bridge quicker. It was a narrow bridge, and it could only accommodate two horses side by side. The warriors streamed across, filling the bridge.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Fes asked.

      “The Eradaln Bridge has stood for centuries. No Toulen warrior will cause it to collapse.”

      “I’m not so certain. Can you see the cracks?”

      “Those cracks have been there for centuries,” Adoran said.

      The warriors made it across, leaving Adoran, Ulesn, and Fes behind. The golem was near enough that Fes didn’t think they would be able to outrun it.

      “I’ll be right behind you,” Fes said, motioning to Adoran.

      “What are you doing?” Adoran asked as Fes climbed out of the saddle.

      “Go,” he said, handing the reins of his horse to him.

      Fes followed them, gripping the sword, and when they were completely across, he jammed the sword into the center of the bridge.

      Adoran and Ulesn both watched. One of the warriors shouted, and he knew what they were concerned about. They feared being trapped on the other side, trapped in the empire, but he was more concerned about the golem chasing them. If it couldn’t cross here—and he wasn’t certain whether destroying the bridge would prevent the golem from crossing or not—it would have to find another way, which meant heading far south or up into the mountains. Either way would be enough of a detour that they would have a chance to go after Elizabeth, and a chance to get to her and stop the golem.

      It depended on him being able to damage the bridge.

      He withdrew the sword and jammed it into the stone again.

      Dragonglass was able to carve into almost anything, slicing through every obstacle as if it were cutting through water. The only time Fes had seen dragonglass fail had been against the golem.

      The bridge was no different to most things he’d used dragonglass on.

      His sword slipped through the stone, and there was a shuddering as the stone began to crack. Fes withdrew it, and then he jammed it once more into the bridge.

      The golem reached the other shore.

      He withdrew the sword and then slammed it back into the bridge. The cracking continued, and now it was a thundering sound.

      The golem jumped onto the bridge.

      Fes withdrew the sword.

      The golem took another step, now only a few paces away from him.

      Fes drove the sword down once more.

      The bridge cracked… and then collapsed.

      Fes was carried down and splashed into the water.

      He struggled to hold onto the sword. After everything he’d been through to get it, he didn’t want to lose it in the river, and if the golem somehow managed to reach him, he needed some way of trying to fend off the creature, even though the sword had so far proven useless against it.

      Fes wasn’t a strong swimmer. The current pulled on him, dragging him downstream, and he kicked, trying to swim toward the empire shoreline.

      Another moment and the water pulled on him.

      He splashed, struggling to get moving, wanting to reach the shore. He managed to get his head above water and took a gasping breath of air. With another stroke, he felt something slick in the water. He grabbed at it, thinking that it was a rock or something that would help secure him, but he was pushed beyond it.

      And then something grabbed at him.

      Fes panicked.

      He started to bring the sword around, intending to slice at whatever it was in the water with him, when he heard a familiar voice. “Don’t,” he heard.

      Fes looked up.

      “Jayell?”

      She grabbed him and pulled him out of the water, dragging him along the shore.

      Fes rolled to his feet and looked out over the water. He saw no sign of the golem. The bridge was far upstream, completely destroyed, leaving only the base on either shoreline intact.

      Horses thundered toward them, and Fes looked up to see Adoran and Ulesn heading his way.

      “What is this?” she asked.

      “This is my help,” Fes said.

      Fes looked over at Jayell. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’ve been waiting,” she said.

      “Waiting for what?” He looked up at Adoran and Ulesn. If it came to it, would they help him? Would they defend him against a fire mage if Jayell were involved in the attack?

      “Waiting for you,” she said.

      “You didn’t need to wait for me,” Fes said.

      “I know. But when you left…”

      “I left because I don’t know whether or not I can trust you.”

      “And I waited so that you could trust me.” She held his gaze a long moment, and something in her eyes practically begged him to understand. “I will be more honest with you. I will share with you what you need.”

      “It’s not what I need. And I’m not sure that you can share with me now. After everything that you have kept from me,” Fes said.

      She shook her head. “Fes—”

      Adoran looked down at him. “What did she call you?”

      “She called me by my name.”

      Adoran and Ulesn shared a glance. “It’s not possible,” Adoran said. He turned his attention back to Fes and stared at him for a long moment. “What is your name? Your full name?”

      “Why?”

      “Tell me.”

      Fes dusted himself off. He was drenched from his time in the river, and the water had been cold enough that he was not interested in going back in. At least he still had his daggers and the dragonglass sword. Had he lost those…

      “My name is Fezarn Varan.” He rarely used his last name anymore, but if they wanted his full name, Fes wasn’t beyond sharing it. What did it matter?

      “Fezarn?”

      Fes nodded. Why did Adoran look at him so strangely?

      Adoran jumped from the saddle and approached Fes slowly, pinching his cheeks between his fingers, twisting his face from side to side as he studied him. Fes would have jerked back, but the suddenness of it and the strangeness of it took him back.

      “What do you know of your family?” Adoran asked, stepping away from him.

      “Nothing. My parents died when I was young. I know they weren’t from the empire, but not much more than that.”

      “And did you have anyone else besides you and your parents?”

      Fes frowned. “Why?” That was not something that he talked about much with anyone. He refused to do so.

      “There was a boy who once passed through Toulen.”

      “So?”

      “He was named Fezarn.”

      Fes glanced over at Jayell. She watched him, almost as if there was something about his name that mattered to her, too, though he wasn’t entirely certain what that might be. He ignored the searching glance that she gave him.

      “It’s a unique name, but probably common where I come from.”

      “Perhaps that is true, but your name is unique enough that I remember it.”

      Fes’s heart hammered briefly. “Why?”

      “According to our records, Fezarn was once the name of a very powerful dragon.”

      Fes laughed bitterly, shaking his head. And here he thought he might learn more of what happened with his parents and why he’d ended up in Anuhr. Why should he have expected someone like Adoran to have known when he hadn’t known? “Of course it was.”

      “Why do you say it like that?” Adoran asked.

      “Because these days, everything seems to revolve around the dragons.”
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      The source of the spell compelled Fes back toward the dragon fields. As much as he would prefer to avoid them, the steady burning heat building around him practically summoned him forward, demanding that he head in that direction. It was a constant pressure upon him, a building power that irritated him as much as he tried to ignore it.

      “Why did you look at me like that?” Fes asked Jayell as they rode.

      “Look at you like what?”

      He nodded over at Adoran. He and Ulesn had been engaged in a quiet conversation ever since Fes had revealed his full name. Whether or not they knew something about him was meaningless to Fes. He knew who he was. What did it matter if he was descended from Deshazl or had passed through Toulen as a child? None of that mattered to him, not anymore.

      “Look at me the way that you did when he mentioned my name.”

      She rode in silence for a while before taking a deep breath. “You want honesty from me?”

      “You ask that now?”

      She sighed again. “I have heard your name before. I didn’t realize it, not when I was calling you Fes, but the name Fezarn I had heard. It is unique enough that it stands out in my mind.”

      “Yeah. Lucky me. I have a unique name.”

      “There is nothing wrong with uniqueness,” she said. “You should embrace the fact that you have something like that. My name is not uncommon. There is nothing about it that inspires such a reaction.”

      Fes snorted. “A reaction? You’re only impressed because they say that I was named after a dragon.”

      “You have to admit that is impressive.”

      “I don’t have to admit anything.”

      “Why do you fight this?”

      “Fight what?”

      “Fight who you are. What you are.”

      “I think you’re mistaken. I haven’t fought who I am. I’ve never claimed to be anything more than a collector.”

      “Maybe that’s the problem. Maybe you need to claim that you are more than a collector.”

      “And what would you have me claim?”

      “You are Deshazl,” Jayell said. “If nothing else, that means that you have a connection to an ancient power. Think about that. Even your name connects you to that power.”

      “My name is nothing more than a name,” Fes said.

      He ignored her, turning away and focusing on riding. As they went, the sense of the heat rising around him continued, growing more and more strong. He looked at the others, but no one else seemed to detect it. Only him.

      Jayell watched him as if she expected him to do something, but what was there for Fes to do?

      “What is it?” she asked after a while.

      “It’s nothing,” Fes said.

      “I can see from your face that it’s something.”

      Fes shook his head. “You can’t see anything from my face.”

      “I rode with you long enough to recognize when something was happening,” she said.

      Fes turned away, not wanting to acknowledge her. What she said was possible, and he realized that perhaps she had ridden with him long enough and maybe even knew how to read him. If that were the case, he didn’t know whether he should be impressed or annoyed. Probably a little of both, he decided.

      “I can pick up on the sense of heat from Elizabeth, and it continues to build, almost constricting me,” he said.

      “I thought your daggers allowed you to cut through her spells?”

      “They do. At least they mostly do. When the spells continue to build, and when they are this powerful…”

      “What do you mean that they are this powerful?”

      “Just what I said,” Fes said.

      “Are they getting more powerful?”

      “Not any more than they were.”

      “You understand why I’m asking?” Jayell asked.

      “Not entirely,” he said.

      “If she has reached the Draconis Pass, could she use the artifacts you said are there?”

      “I don’t think that’s where she’s heading,” Fes said. “I think that she wanted to bring the dragon skull back to the empire.”

      “Did they tell you they had it?” she asked, not hiding the naked excitement in her eyes.

      Fes shook his head. “No. I don’t know whether that is it or not. They aren’t interested in sharing with me, either.”

      Jayell urged her horse to a gallop, sending it surging forward so she could ride alongside Adoran. Fes followed, wondering what trouble she might get him into this time.

      “What was she after in Toulen?” Jayell asked.

      Adoran glanced at her before turning his attention back in front of him. He leaned over to Ulesn, speaking softly.

      Jayell forced herself between them. “You might not want to tell me, but I think that we need to know with whatever it is that she might be coming for. If there’s anything that Fes can do—”

      “There isn’t anything that Fezarn will be able to do. Not with what she would have taken from Toulen.”

      Fes approached him and forced Adoran to look over at him. “Listen. We’re heading toward the heart of the dragon fields. I need you to tell me whatever you know that might be beneficial. If she somehow manages to bring it to the heart—”

      “She is not going to reach there.”

      “How do you know?” Fes asked.

      “Because there is a reason that we have kept the dragon relics we have. They are safe in Toulen.”

      They reached the outer edge of the dragon fields. The heat pressing on him came from deep within the dragon fields, far enough within them that he knew exactly which direction they needed to go.

      Elizabeth headed toward the Draconis Pass, but how?

      If what Jayell said was true, she would have needed someone else with her to allow her access to the pass, and without anyone there, she shouldn’t have been able to reach it.

      “Is it just me or does something about this look different?” Jayell asked.

      Fes frowned as he looked around, surveying the dragon fields. The rock had the same barren and bleak appearance that it had when he had been through here before. But, there was definitely something that looked a little different.

      “The haze is different.”

      Adoran glanced over. “What do you mean?”

      “There typically is a persistent haze that hangs over everything. It seems to be less,” Fes said.

      “What kind of haze is this?”

      Fes shrugged. “It’s sort of as if the ground itself continues to burn. I’m not sure whether it’s real or imagined.”

      “In this place, it is likely that it is real.”

      And if it was real, why would it suddenly have changed? Could whatever Elizabeth be after be the reason that it changed? Or could it be the fact that she had come here with something?

      The longer they rode into the dragon fields, the more it became evident that the haze was less than it had been before. Why should that be? What would have changed? It reminded him of the way Reina had peeled away the haze from the dragon fields, revealing the bones within.

      “I don’t like this,” Fes said to Jayell.

      “It’s probably nothing,” she said.

      “I’ve been here twice, and each time the haze has been the same. The fact that it would suddenly lift…”

      Jayell stared straight ahead.

      Fes focused on the heat. Focused on the pressure, that of the spell that he knew was from Elizabeth, from a fire mage spell.

      He moved to ride alongside Adoran and Ulesn. “I know where she’s going.”

      “Where?”

      “The pass.”

      As they went, the haze remained missing. The longer they rode, the clearer it was that there was no more haze, not as there had been.

      “This was where the haze should have been thickening,” Fes said.

      “What do you mean?” Adoran asked.

      “Only that the last time I was here, the haze was much denser.” The dark rock making up the land began to angle downward. The last time he’d come here, Fes had been walking. Traveling by horse made it easier, but it also made him more aware of the contour of the landscape that he hadn’t been aware of before.

      None of the fog that had obscured things was present.

      He had assumed that the fog and haze came from the dragons who had died here, their blood seeping into the ground, but maybe that wasn’t it at all. Maybe the haze came from the dragon relics here. Reina had been able to remove the fog, drawing it upward into the sky using her connection to the dragon relics. This was almost like that, other than the fact that there was no evidence of the haze at all.

      As they rode, he realized something else. The massive collection of dragon bones was gone.

      What had happened here?

      “I think she’s already been through here,” Fes said.

      Jayell looked over, frowning. “Why do you say that?”

      “There should be dozens of dragon skeletons here. When I was here before, there were…”

      Fes rode his horse forward, remembering where the skeleton had been. When he had been here before, the skeleton had been in this spot. Over here was the place where he had faced Reina, holding her off as she drew upon the power of the dragon relics. And over here was where he had begun to confront the mercenaries, hoping to catch Carter and slow her.

      All of this should have dragon skeletons. Relics.

      They were gone.

      “What is it?” Jayell asked.

      There shouldn’t be any way for Elizabeth to have removed all of these artifacts, not in the time that she had been ahead of them. Even if she had the assistance of the golem, she wouldn’t have been able to move all of the artifacts away from here as quickly as it seemed as she had.

      Which meant that someone else had been through here.

      And there was a possibility that Elizabeth would have needed to travel through here with someone of Deshazl descent in order to reach the Draconis Pass.

      “Skies of Fire,” he breathed out. When Jayell looked at him, he shook his head. “There was another fire mage who had somebody of Deshazl descent with them.”

      “Azithan,” she whispered.

      “I think he had to have been here,” Fes said. “Elizabeth would have needed someone from Deshazl descent to reach these relics and wouldn’t have had that with Indra.”

      “But Azithan did,” Jayell said.

      Fes nodded. “When he took Griffin, he had what he needed to reach the Draconis Pass. I don’t know that he would’ve had it before. And now…”

      What did it matter that Azithan would have taken the relics? It would’ve made him powerful, he knew that, and perhaps powerful enough that he could counteract Elizabeth and her golem. Maybe that was what Azithan was after.

      But why would she have come here?

      The heat continued to build and Fes started toward it. He could feel the way the heat was pressing on him, and its source was nearby. He wasn’t certain how he knew that it was nearby, only that he could tell that the sense of the fire magic was close.

      He dismounted. There was something about standing on the dragon field, walking along the rock and feeling the heat coming through his boots, that helped him connect with what he should be doing. They reached the edge of a small rise and started down.

      In the distance, he saw movement.

      Fes unsheathed his daggers. He slashed at the air, carving the spell.

      As he did, one of the figures looked up at him. Elizabeth.

      Fes advanced slowly. There was no point in heading down rapidly, not now that he knew she was aware of him. And he had the sense that she wouldn’t attack him. She had come here for a purpose, but what purpose?

      He felt movement to his left and spun, raising one hand toward Carter.

      She appeared behind a rock, straightening from a crouch. She had someone with her.

      “Let her go, Carter.” Fes glanced from Carter to Jayell. How had Carter managed to capture her so quickly?

      “I don’t think so,” Carter said. “Until I know what it is that you’re going to do, I think that I will hold her here. It seems as if she has some sentimental value to you. Which is surprising, considering no one has held any sentimental value to you.”

      Fes flicked his gaze over to Elizabeth, looking to see whether Indra was with her, and if she was, whether she was injured. He found her sitting atop one of the horses. She watched him, a tight expression on her face and weariness in her eyes. He couldn’t imagine what she’d been through.

      “I’m not here for her,” Fes said to Carter.

      “So if I slice her throat, you won’t be upset?”

      Fes looked at Jayell. Panic had set into her expression. She watched him with a wide-eyed gaze, and he shrugged. “Like I said. I’m only concerned about the other one.”

      Carter brought her knife up to Jayell’s throat and made a movement as if to slice across it. Fes turned away.

      He waited for the gasp or any sound that Carter might have completed what she had promised, but it didn’t come.

      He hadn’t thought it would. Carter was ruthless and could be cruel, but he had never had the sense that she took great pleasure in killing. For Carter—much like Fes—it was a thing of necessity.

      He continued toward Elizabeth and slashed at the air, cutting through the fire mage’s spell. “You didn’t come here to raid the dragon relics, did you?” Fes asked.

      He glanced over his shoulder, knowing the Toulen warriors would be approaching. They would have to be nearby, and when they appeared, what would happen?

      “This is not for you,” Elizabeth said.

      “I’m beginning to think this has been entirely for me,” Fes said.

      “You should not interfere.”

      “I think it’s too late for that. Where is her father?”

      “He’s dead.”

      Fes frowned. “I don’t think so. I think all of this has been about his visit to the Great Market. There was a purpose to that visit.” The realization had come to him almost too late. He had begun to understand that there was something odd about the fact that they all had traveled from Toulen with Indra. With her ability, with the dragon blessing that she had, there would’ve been no reason for him to have brought her out of Toulen. It would’ve been too dangerous, and it would have drawn the attention of the empire.

      Which it had.

      But then, Fes suspected that was the point.

      “Leave this place,” Elizabeth said.

      “I will. There’s nothing left here. The remaining relics are gone.”

      She frowned. “I will find them.”

      “I don’t think you will. Last time I was here, there were dozens of dragon skeletons, and a haze that hovered over everything. That’s gone, along with the relics.”

      “What did you do with them?” Elizabeth snapped. She turned toward him, power flowing from her and toward Fes. He deflected it, pushing away with his daggers.

      Carter approached, holding her knife to Jayell’s throat.

      “What did I do? You’ve got it wrong. This was someone else.”

      Elizabeth’s face darkened. “Azithan.”

      Fes shrugged. “I think so. But it still doesn’t help me understand what you have been after. Why have you come here? What did you think to accomplish?”

      He looked over at the horses and saw an enormous pack strapped to one of the unsaddled horses. That had to be the dragon skull, didn’t it?

      And if she was bringing the skull here, she must have…

      The reason for coming here suddenly made sense. “You were trying to resurrect one of the dragons. That was why you brought the skull here?”

      Elizabeth stared at him.

      He had assumed that she wanted the skull so that she could give it to the emperor for power, but what he had seen of Elizabeth had shown him that she wanted power for herself, not to gift it to someone else. That was the entire purpose of having something like the golem serving her. Which meant that she had brought the skull here, thinking that she could resurrect a dragon.

      Fes started to laugh.

      “Do not mock me,” Elizabeth said.

      “It seems to me that you are incredibly mockable. You can’t really have believed that the dragons could be restored simply by bringing the skull here.”

      “It amazes me how little you know.”

      “Considering how very little I’ve been a part of this, that shouldn’t amaze you at all.”

      He glanced over at Jayell. If only she would have managed to find some item that would allow her to use her fire magic, but everything she possessed was spent.

      And Fes wasn’t entirely certain that attempting to break her free was the right answer. It was more important to figure out a way to remove the dragon skull from Elizabeth’s possession.

      “You were a fool in coming here,” Elizabeth said.

      “It won’t be the first time. And it probably won’t be the last.”

      “On the contrary, this will be the last.”

      She raised her hand and a streak of orange flame shot from her.

      The suddenness of it was overwhelming.

      Fes barely had a chance to bring up his daggers, slicing at the spell so that she didn’t burn him to a crisp.

      “Do you really think that you can withstand me alone?”

      “Whoever said that I am alone?” he asked.

      She frowned and at that moment, the Toulen warriors appeared behind him. He could feel their presence, even if he couldn’t see them very easily.

      Elizabeth’s mouth tightened into a brief frown and she nodded at Fes. “Interesting. I had not thought that you would manage to gain allies. The stories about you have made it sound as if you did not work well with others.”

      Fes glanced over at Carter. “I don’t work well with others. But you have someone that they want back.”

      “I doubt very much that they are interested in her. They care more about the artifacts I have stolen from them.”

      She swept her hands in front of her, and a wave of flames leaped from her.

      Fes dropped to the ground, rolling out of the way. The heat that burst off her was enormous, rivaling what he’d felt from Azithan. A line of fire prevented the Toulen warriors from getting too close.

      Fes crawled to his knees. “Do you think I need them to help?”

      “That was not to prevent them from helping you. It was to prevent you from helping them.”

      A rumbling thudded through him.

      The golem.

      How had the creature managed to escape and get here so quickly?

      He looked back and saw the Toulen warriors changing their positions, arranging themselves in such a way that they could defend against the golem attack, but there wasn’t anything that could be done. To prevent them from being slaughtered, destroyed by the golem, Fes would need to stop Elizabeth.

      Was he strong enough?

      He took a step toward her. Heat radiating off her pushed him back.

      “You will find that I have gained access to power I did not have the last time you saw me,” she said. “And I think we both remember how that ended for you.”

      Fes shoved his daggers into the sheaths. He reached for the dragonglass sword and unsheathed it. Her eyes widened slightly.

      Fes smiled. “And I have gained access to something different since we last saw each other, too. Did you want to find out who has grown more capable than who?”

      She glared at him for a long moment and then nodded with a satisfied smile. “Let it begin,” she said.

      Heat built and the spell that she was using on him began to wrap around him, attempting to confine him in place. He had felt it before and remembered how she had managed to hold him. If she succeeded again, he would be of no use to the Toulen warriors.

      He would be of no use to Indra.

      He managed to bring the sword around and took a step forward, pushing it in front of him. Slowly—almost as if he were crawling through mud—he began to part the spell.

      He wasn’t sure that he would be able to maintain it. The pressure pushing against him was incredible, much more than when he had faced her the last time. She was right—she was much more powerful than when he had confronted her before. With what he saw now, he wasn’t sure that he would be able to reach her.

      Indra watched him.

      He could see it out of the corner of his eye, and as he did, he felt a strange wriggling in his pocket again. The wriggling persisted, and suddenly, there was a tearing, and two of the totems she had made for him dropped out.

      Fes barely had a chance to look and see what she had done. His focus remained on Elizabeth and the way that she continued to push her power against him, trying to constrict him, squeezing him.

      Another step. He was still too far from her for his own comfort. Each attempt to get closer took considerable effort. Each attempt to get near her required that he surge forward, demanding every ounce of strength that he could summon.

      Would he be strong enough?

      He pushed again.

      Something rumbled behind him, and he thought it was the thundering of the golem, but he didn’t dare look back and see.

      He was probably ten steps away from Elizabeth. Ten steps to reaching her, and ten steps to finally managing to stop her.

      And he could move no more.

      He tried to take another step, but every time that he attempted to, he was prevented from moving.

      He pressed out with the sword, but there was nothing in it that helped.

      “You could have been a threat,” she said. “Unfortunately, you know too little. The dragon will be mine. I will return the creature, and I will control it, and I will use that power to control the empire.”

      “That’s it? You want to overthrow the emperor?” Fes asked between gritted teeth. “That seems so… boring.”

      “Boring? The empire has ruled for a thousand years. I will see the empire stopped, and I will have the power soon.”

      “But you won’t. The relics aren’t here. Azithan has gotten here ahead of you. Maybe he will be the one to overthrow the empire.”

      “Azithan?” she sneered. “Azithan serves blindly. He has never stopped to consider the benefits his power might enable him to have. He has never stopped to consider how he might be stronger than the emperor.”

      “And you have?”

      “I have the foresight to plan.”

      “It seems as if your plans were mistaken,” Fes said. “If they weren’t, you would have figured out that you needed to come here and secure the relics first.”

      Why was he debating with her? The only purpose it served was forcing her to burn off power, but considering how much power she was throwing at him, and all the power that he had detected on the journey to the Draconis Pass, he didn’t think it mattered. It would be unlikely for her to use up all of the dragon relics she had on hand. Even one massive relic would be enough to do what she had done so far.

      “Azithan won’t reach Anuhr in time.”

      She took a step toward Fes and he could not move.

      The heat around him sizzled in the air. She pressed downward with it, forcing it around him, enveloping him in it. The burning seemed to press through his skin and into his blood, reminding him of the visions of dragons that he’d had and the power that he had detected in those dreams.

      Fes attempted to fight off the sensation but could not. Every time he tried to push away the heat burning through him, he failed. It was as if whatever Elizabeth did held him, restricting him and keeping him from accessing that part of himself that just might be able to free him, that part of him that was tied to the Deshazl.

      She stepped in front of him, making a slow circle around him, a predator prowling. “Yes. You could have been so much more,” she said. “And yet… You refused to acknowledge what you are and what you can be. I doubt even he knows.”

      “You doubt that he knows what?”

      It was incredibly difficult for him to get the words out. When he tried, it came out as nothing more than a grunt.

      She leaned in and the heat that sizzled off her squeezed him together, forcing his arms to his sides. Fes struggled, but nothing came of it. There was no strength left in him.

      He could do nothing against this kind of magic.

      “I doubt that he knows what you could have been,” Elizabeth said. “And with you out of the way, you will not be able to develop into the weapon that you might otherwise have become. With you out of the way, I won’t have to worry about you attacking me again.”

      The steady thundering that Fes attributed to the golem intensified. It had to be near. If that were the case, then it meant the Toulen warriors had failed, that the golem had overpowered them. And it meant that Elizabeth would have won.

      What would happen with Indra?

      He turned away from Elizabeth, ignoring the heat of her gaze, and looked at the young girl. She was so small and frail, and the tightness and weariness in her eyes angered Fes. A child her age, not much older than he had been when he had lost his parents, not much older than his brother had been, should not be forced to suffer the way that Indra had been.

      Worse, had it been her father’s fault that she’d been endangered? Had coming to the empire placed her in this position?

      Rage began to simmer within him, mixing with Elizabeth’s heat.

      Fes turned his attention back to Elizabeth.

      “I can see that you still struggle. I admit that I am impressed by the fact that you have survived as long as you have. Considering everything that has been thrown at you, you should have died long ago. But now is your time.”

      She turned to face him and raised both of her hands. Heat began to burn from them, causing both hands to glow a soft orange that shifted, becoming a bluish green. The heat was enormous, the intensity unlike anything he had faced before.

      She cupped her hands together, forming a fireball.

      Fes had faced a fire mage attempting such magic once before and had been lucky to survive that time.

      Confined as he was, he doubted that he would be able to escape this time. The way that Elizabeth held him, trapped within the magic of her spell, would prevent him from doing anything or going anywhere.

      Giving up wasn’t in him. He would fight through his dying breath if that was what it took.

      Embracing the anger, rage boiled within him. Unlike before, where he had focused on wrongs that were done to him, this time it was because of what had been done to Indra. The heat boiling within him seemed to push back against the magic Elizabeth was forcing upon him.

      Another moment, not much more than that, and the fireball she had created would explode upon him.

      All he needed was to get to the ground and avoid the explosion of heat, but unless he could somehow push against her magic, he didn’t think that he could.

      What was it that Jayell had said to him?

      It wasn’t the dragonglass daggers or the dragonglass sword. The magic was within him.

      Fes wasn’t even sure that he believed it, but it might not even matter, not with what he was pushing against.

      Taking a deep breath, he embraced the fire burning within him.

      Pain flared through him, a searing sort of sensation that engulfed him.

      Elizabeth released the fireball.

      Fes screamed.
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      The fireball hovered in front of him.

      Fes blinked. Somehow, he was still alive.

      Somehow the fireball had not roared through him, destroying him.

      He wasn’t entirely certain how, but maybe that didn’t matter.

      All that mattered was that he lived.

      The pain burning through him somehow allowed him to move his arms.

      Fes brought them up and gripped the dragonglass sword in his hands.

      Elizabeth staggered back a step. The fireball hovered, not moving. She pushed on it with her hands cupped together, trying to force it onto Fes, but the effort of whatever she was doing was not enough, not against what burned within him.

      It had to be Deshazl. What other explanation was there?

      There wasn’t another explanation. The only thing that Fes could account for was the fact that he had that connection, that he was descended from Deshazl, and that he somehow had a connection to the dragons. He had no idea what that meant other than the fact that he still lived.

      Using the sword, he slashed through the fireball. It fell apart, cleaved in half, and the flames fell harmlessly to either side of him.

      Elizabeth began to form another fireball. This one had the same potency as the last, but Fes was no longer trapped as he had been when she had attacked him the first time. He slashed at it, cleaving it before she had a chance to complete her spell.

      “How do you control the golem?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “You will not know. You will—”

      Fes unsheathed one of his daggers and jammed it into her shoulder in a fluid movement. As he slipped it forward, the heat from the spell that she used to try to confine him slid off of him, as if the dagger—or Fes himself—was no longer confined by the magic.

      “How do you control the golem?”

      She screamed again, her eyes wide. Heat surged from her, waves of it that washed over him. Fes struggled to ignore the heat, struggled to ignore the power that she was somehow able to command, and fixed her with a heated expression.

      Taking a moment to look over his shoulder, he saw Jayell now holding Carter. Power built from her, radiating from her necklace, pressing into the other woman. Carter glared but said nothing.

      “I don’t have any problem killing you. You wouldn’t be the first fire mage that I killed, but I have no reason to do so unless you don’t tell me how you control the golem.”

      She started laughing, an angry sort of cackle. “Killed me? If you kill me, it will be unleashed. The golem will continue to hunt until every person who was responsible for my demise is gone. Do you think you are powerful enough to overpower that creature? How long do you think you can withstand its attack?”

      Fes jabbed his dagger deeper into her shoulder. “How do you control the golem?”

      She fixed him with her glare and said nothing.

      “Fes?”

      He glanced over to see Indra approaching carefully. A look of horror crossed her face, leaving him flushed with embarrassment. She didn’t deserve to see him like this.

      “It would be a small item. Nothing more than the size of the palm of your hand,” Indra said, appearing next to Fes. “It will look something like one of my figurines, but it will be different. The power within it will be different. And it will be made of the same sort of stone that the golem is made from.”

      Elizabeth glared at Indra. “You know nothing. You have been nothing but a way to my discovering what I needed. You know—”

      Fes jabbed his other dagger into her other shoulder, silencing her with a scream. He kicked her legs, knocking her down.

      “You have to hurry,” Indra said. “I don’t know how much longer I can contain the creature. I didn’t have much strength remaining from the last time.”

      Fes glanced back and saw the two totems that had been in his pocket now holding onto the golem, keeping it from moving to this side of the fire. How many of the Toulen warriors were lost? How many had died before the totems had managed to reach them and help hold the golem?

      Fes dropped his knee onto Elizabeth’s chest. He held her down and began searching her pockets. There were a few dragon relics, and he slipped those into his pocket only to find them falling to the ground. He glanced up at Indra.

      “Sorry,” she said.

      “Hold onto those,” Fes said.

      He continued to look through Elizabeth’s pockets, searching for whatever he could find that might be the marker that helped control the golem but found nothing.

      “It has to be here somewhere,” Fes said.

      He continued to search but came up with nothing. Her pockets were empty.

      Turning to Indra, he said, “Don’t let her get up.” He hurried over to the saddlebags and searched the horses. He found a few other dragon relics and tossed them toward Indra.

      Other than that, he didn’t discover anything.

      When he went back to Elizabeth, she was laughing. “Did you really think I would make it so easy? All it would take would be for you to find it while we were traveling, and—”

      Fes leaped toward her and landed on her chest, driving one of his daggers into the bone of her shoulder. “You will tell me where it is!”

      “Or what? You will kill me? Do you think I fear death?”

      “I think that you do. You search for power, and the people I know who have searched for power are the ones who typically fear what would happen were they to have none. So yes, I think you fear death. Where is the item that controls the golem?”

      She shook her head. “You will never find it.”

      Indra gasped softly, and Fes glanced over. “She must have swallowed it.”

      Elizabeth struggled beneath him, and he shifted, driving his knee deeper into her chest to keep her from moving. “What?”

      “Swallowed it. It would be the only way that she would have it with her. Something like that won’t go through her, and it would stay with her, preventing her from ever losing contact with the golem.”

      Fes squeezed his eyes shut. He hated the idea of what he might have to do, but if he didn’t, would the golem continue to attack?

      “Is she telling the truth? Would the golem hunt us all down?”

      “I don’t know. It’s possible,” Indra said. “My magic isn’t like that, but I don’t know what her magic is like.”

      And if her magic was the kind that would allow the golem to continue to hunt, then Fes needed to get to the stone that controlled it.

      And yet, he didn’t want to lose Elizabeth. Even if she couldn’t be trusted, there were things she might know that would be helpful.

      “Jayell,” he said.

      She shook herself free from Carter. “What?”

      “Can you use any of these relics?”

      Jayell looked at the collection of relics on the ground and began to pick through them. One by one, there was a gentle pressure until an increased force began to push upon Fes. “This one,” she said.

      “Good. I want you to use it.”

      “For what?”

      “To do whatever you can to keep her alive.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Something distasteful,” Fes said.

      As Elizabeth watched him, Fes withdrew one of his daggers and jabbed it into her stomach. She screamed, but he ignored it, slicing through her flesh. The dragonglass dagger made quick work of the attempt, and he reached into the wound and felt around, searching for any sign of an item that would fit the description that Indra had given him.

      Fes had to suppress a gag. As he searched around, he finally came across what he was searching for. He pulled it out and held it up.

      Indra leaned toward him. “That would be it.”

      The item didn’t look like much. It was covered in Elizabeth’s blood, but other than that, it was a small, stone sculpture, much like Indra had described.

      “How does this control the golem?”

      Indra held her hand out for it.

      Fes hesitated but the golem thundered toward him, so he tossed it to her. She sucked in a quick breath, and there was a surge of power that Fes felt as a cool sensation that washed over his body, and the golem stopped.

      “You shouldn’t be able to do that,” Elizabeth said, her eyelids seeming heavy. She no longer struggled as she had.

      “I have the dragons blessing. Anything that you can do with the golem, I can,” Indra said.

      Jayell looked over at Fes. “What now?”

      He took a deep breath, looking around. Carter was gone. With her went the chance to get his money back.

      Swearing under his breath, he made his way over to the horse carrying the massive pack. He peeled back the covering over it and ivory bone gleamed back at him.

      Fes ran his hand along the surface of the skull. As all dragon relics did, it had strange striations along the bone. Color glittered along it, blues and greens so deep that Fes felt drawn to them, almost as if he should run his hand along it. Heat radiated from the dragon skull.

      “There is power within it,” Fes said.

      “I never imagined I would ever see anything like it,” Jayell said. “Now that you have it, what do you intend to do with it?”

      Fes took a deep breath and looked behind him. The Toulen warriors had managed to free themselves and had separated from the fire, circling around it. Adoran and Ulesn led them. Both men watched him, but to Fes, the answer as to what he should do with the dragon skull was easy.

      “It has to return,” he said, looking at Indra. “Did you know that your father had brought you to the empire to attempt to barter?”

      “No. He wouldn’t have done that,” Indra said.

      “It’s the answer that makes sense. Speak to Adoran. Speak to Ulesn. Either of them can tell you. He intended to bargain with Elizabeth.”

      Elizabeth laughed darkly. “Bargain with? The fool is the one who brought me the golem.”

      Fes jerked his head and looked at her. “What?”

      “He brought me the golem. I never imagined he would have shared anything more, but get a few drinks in a man, seduce him a little, and he will spill all of his secrets.” She continued to laugh. Surprisingly, Jayell kicked her, silencing her.

      “Would your father have had a golem?” he asked Indra. If so, it might explain why Indra was so comfortable commanding the creature.

      “I had heard of them, but I could never have imagined my father would be the one responsible for it. There is a darkness within a golem. It’s a twisting of a dragons blessing.”

      Adoran approached slowly. “Are you… are you injured?”

      She took a deep breath and shook her head. “No. She wanted to keep me alive. She wanted to use me.”

      “Will you return her to your lands?” Fes asked.

      “I will return her to her home,” Adoran said. “And her clan.”

      He debated whether or not he should say anything about Theole and the golem, before deciding against it. Indra could choose whether or not she revealed that on her own.

      “I will accompany you if you will allow it,” Fes said.

      “Why?” Adoran asked.

      “A promise I made.”

      He wasn’t certain whether that promise mattered or not. But maybe it mattered more than he realized. It was possible that Theole was quite aware of what he did and regretted it. Maybe that was the reason that he had assisted Fes, and the reason that he had demanded a promise for protection. Theole might have known what was coming.

      Adoran studied Fes for a long moment. “The Deshazl are always welcome within Toulen.”

      “Even Deshazl who aren’t entirely sure what it means for them to be Deshazl?”

      Adoran smiled slightly. “I think you are beginning to understand more than you realize. You would not have been able to defeat the fire mage had you not embraced the Deshazl part of yourself.”

      Fes thought back to the way the fire burned within him and how it had helped him get free. He wasn’t entirely certain what that meant—did it mean that he had some magical ability now?—but no longer could he doubt that he was Deshazl.

      “What of her?” Adoran asked, motioning toward Elizabeth. “You allowed her to live.”

      “As you said, I am Deshazl, but I’m not entirely certain what that means for myself. There are answers, and it seems to me that a fire mage—especially one as powerful as she has become—might be able to provide some answers.”

      “You intend to bring her with you.”

      “For now.”

      “It will be dangerous,” Adoran said.

      “Not as dangerous without her equipped with her relics. She is less likely to cause any trouble, and besides, we will have a fire mage traveling with us who has not insubstantial skill.” He looked over at Jayell, and she nodded. Fes needed to begin trusting her. She had proven herself, and he might need her in the days ahead.

      “You intend to return to Toulen?” Jayell asked.

      “Only to see Indra back to her home,” Fes said.

      “Then what?”

      “And then I need to see a fire mage about a boy.”
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      They traveled north, skirting around the outside of the dragon fields and heading toward the mountains in the distance. It was the first time that Fes could recall having traveled this way. They made their way at a leisurely pace, not pushing the horses too hard, and the Toulen warriors remained separate from Fes, Jayell, and Elizabeth. Fes didn’t blame them. They had enough heartache from what Elizabeth had done to them, enough of their warriors destroyed.

      They were stopped for the night when he felt a building heat and glanced over to see Jayell sitting near the fire, holding one of Elizabeth’s dragon relics. It was a small length of bone, possibly a claw or even a finger. From where he sat, Fes could see the striations in the bone, and the firelight made it seem almost as if streaks of black emanated from the bone.

      “What are you working on?” he asked.

      Jayell glanced up at him, frowning. “You can tell?”

      “I can tell when you begin to use a spell. What are you working on?”

      “This?” She held the length of dragon bone out in front of her, twisting it in her hands. “I was trying to determine whether I had any affinity for this bone. It’s not always easy for me to tell.”

      “And what have you decided?”

      “I think that I do. This relic is different than some of the others I have attempted.”

      “What makes you say that?” He took a seat next to her and looked down at the dragon relic. In the days since defeating Elizabeth, something within Jayell had changed, and it was more than simply her countenance. It was the way she carried herself. Fes couldn’t entirely explain what it was, only the way it felt.

      “There is a strange charge to the relic. I don’t know how to explain it any differently, but I can feel it.”

      “Haven’t you said that some fire mages are more partial to certain relics than others?”

      She looked over at Fes, smiling. “I don’t think I made that claim. I think you made that suggestion.”

      Fes laughed softly. “Can I see it?”

      She shrugged and handed it over. The bone was smooth and warm, much like most of the dragon relics were when they were still active. He traced his fingers along the striations and felt something of a pattern. He hadn’t determined what the striations were caused by, and whether that was simply the natural feature of the bone or whether it came from something else.

      He focused on the heat simmering within him. In the days since defeating Elizabeth, Fes had taken to trying to focus on that sensation, wanting to see if there was anything that he could master that would help him be better able to understand what that power meant. So far, he had no clear answer.

      As he focused on the heat, focusing on the power, he felt a soft reverberation.

      “What was that?” Jayell asked.

      “You felt it?” Fes said.

      “I felt something. I’m not entirely certain what it was.”

      Fes stared at the piece of bone. “Maybe there is something different to this one,” he said.

      It was something that he would need to ask Elizabeth about when they had a chance, but he wasn’t entirely certain that she would answer. So far, she had been selective in the questions that she answered. Fes wasn’t sure that she was as weakened as he believed. There were times when he suspected that she was not. There were times when he swore that he could feel a surge of power from her, despite the fact that she had been stabbed in the shoulders and the belly. The Toulen warriors had proven to be adept at stitching up wounds, and they had patched up Elizabeth as much as they could.

      “You need to find someone who can help you understand what it means for you to be Deshazl,” Jayell said.

      “I don’t know that it matters,” Fes said. “The only thing that really matters is—”

      Jayell rested her hand on his arm, silencing him. “I think it does matter. I know that you don’t know whether to believe that you have any particular abilities or not, but with what you have done, and what you have shown, I think even you have to acknowledge that there is something to it.”

      “I have these daggers, now the sword, and that’s about it,” he said. Even as he said it, he knew that wasn’t entirely true. He knew there was more to what he could do than what simply related to the daggers. There had to be. Mostly, Fes didn’t want to admit that to himself. It was difficult for him, and it was difficult knowing that there might be something within him, some power that he didn’t understand. A power that he might never come to fully appreciate as the people who might have been able to teach him were no longer.

      “I’m willing to help you,” Jayell said. “I will work with you.”

      Fes looked over at her. There was an earnestness to her that was not there before. It was almost as if the attack and everything they had gone through had changed her. There was a part of him that questioned whether she remained honest with him or whether there was more that she still hadn’t told him. It wouldn’t surprise him to learn that she still hid something from him.

      Even if she did, did that matter? She had helped. Without Jayell, he would not have been able to get to Indra. Considering how he viewed things, that was enough. That had to be enough.

      “We’ll see. I intend to—”

      Fes didn’t have a chance to say what he intended to do. One of the Toulen warriors came thundering into the camp and Fes glanced up, looking away from the fire to see the warrior riding in. He whispered something quickly to Adoran before the other man made a motion with his hand, and within a few moments, a dozen of the Toulen warriors who remained were galloping off.

      Fes made his way over to Adoran. “What was that about?”

      “It is nothing.”

      “Adoran. If I’m going to ride with you, the least you can do is share with me what dangers we might be facing.”

      “There are no dangers. We will stay ahead of them.”

      “Ahead of what?”

      “Soldiers by the looks of it. Not empire troops.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Other than the lack of empire colors? There is less organization and many more women among them.”

      Fes frowned. “Rebels?”

      Adoran shrugged. “It’s possible. I don’t know much about the rebellion to be able to answer that with any certainty.”

      “I rode with them for a time. Let me go with your men.”

      Adoran shook his head. “You won’t be able to catch them.”

      “Not with my horse.”

      Adoran frowned.

      “If this is the rebellion, I might be able to offer help,” Fes said. And it was possible that it might be people that Fes knew. If it was the rebellion, could Alison be with them?

      He looked over at Jayell. For some reason, he felt a twinge of guilt at the idea of encountering Alison. He had gone to Horus to ask the man to send word on Fes’s behalf and then had never followed through on the help that he had requested.

      “Take my horse,” Adoran said.

      “I could go with you,” Jayell said.

      Fes glanced back at Jayell before looking over at Adoran. “It wouldn’t be a bad idea to have a fire mage—I’m sorry, a Priest of the Flame—with us.”

      Adoran glanced over to the fire and the spot where they had Elizabeth chained. “You have taken everything from her that would allow her to attack?”

      “As much as I could find,” Fes said.

      “Then it should be fine.”

      Fes grabbed the reins of the horse and jumped into the saddle. Jayell climbed in behind him, pressing up against him. This close, the heat of her body was comforting, a sensation that he found himself surprised by. It had been a long time since he had been close with a woman. The last might have been Alison, and that had been a long time.

      As they rode out into the darkness, Fes used his connection to the heat, that strange pressure that he could pick up on, to search for evidence of where the Toulen warriors had run off. It took a moment, but he began to pick up on it. When he did, he guided the horse in the direction and found the Toulen warriors stationed not far from the camp he had just left, overlooking a path leading toward it.

      When Fes approached, one of the warriors looked over at him, noticing the horse, and then frowned. “Adoran should not have let you come.”

      Fes didn’t know the name of this warrior but didn’t care for him. “He shouldn’t let me come out here or with you in general?”

      “Adoran should not have let you come.”

      Fes grunted out a laugh. “I don’t think he had much choice.”

      “Do you believe that you could have overtaken all of us?”

      “I had no intention of fighting all of the warriors,” Fes said. “But I did help stop the golem, so I think that counts for something.”

      The warrior glared at Fes, who decided to ignore it. “What did you find?”

      “Stay out of the way,” the warrior said.

      “Fine. If you won’t tell me what you found, then I will ride down and see for myself.”

      As he started to go, the warrior grabbed Fes’s arm and kept him from moving. “That is not safe.”

      “Why would you care?” Fes asked.

      The warrior frowned. “There are soldiers down there. Probably two hundred of them.”

      And if there were two hundred soldiers, Fes felt even more convinced that they would have to be part of the rebellion. Why would they have come this way?

      He pulled his arm free and started the horse down the rocky slope, heading toward the path far below. The Toulen warrior whispered something in a harsh tone that Fes ignored.

      “Are you sure this is smart?” Jayell asked.

      “If this is the rebellion, then they’re here because I sent word to them.”

      “You’re with the rebellion? I thought you had been working for Azithan, which would have made you working for the empire.”

      He twisted in the saddle to look at her. “As I’ve tried to say, I work for whoever is willing to pay.”

      “And the rebellion has paid you?”

      “Reluctantly. But they have paid.”

      When they reached the path, Fes continued in the southerly direction, back the way they had come. He didn’t like retracing their steps, but if there were two hundred rebels down here that the warriors had discovered, he wanted to see who might be among them.

      It would’ve been better to do this during the daytime. At least then he wouldn’t run the risk of stumbling across the scouts, but at night, there was the possibility that he might be able to surprise them.

      “I think I see something,” Jayell said. “Movement, I think.”

      Fes closed his eyes and began to focus on the senses all around him. As he did, he searched for anything that might tell him that there were soldiers nearby, but he came up with nothing. Either his connection to that was inadequate or there simply wasn’t anything for him to detect.

      As he thought about it, he realized how strange it was that he defaulted to doing that. What did it say about him that he had begun to rely upon his strange ability so readily?

      Gradually, he began to see shadowed shapes around him. At first, he thought they were imagined, nothing more than shadows that he happened to glimpse in the darkness, but the longer that he stared, the more certain he became that what he saw was real.

      He pulled the horse to a stop. Then he waited. It didn’t take long before soldiers began to appear out of the darkness. For a moment, Fes felt uncertain, not sure whether he had made a mistake in doing this, but that uncertainty lasted only briefly.

      “I am Fezarn Varan. If you are with the rebellion, I would ask that Alison come to me.”

      Jayell pressed against him and he could practically feel the concern within her.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “What needs to be done,” Fes said.

      “By announcing yourself?”

      “I think that might be the only way,” Fes said.

      He remained seated, and it wasn’t long before a group of riders approached. Fes was not surprised to see Alison at the head of them.

      Alison’s gaze darted from Fes to Jayell riding behind him. Her brow furrowed into a deep frown. “What is this, Fes?”

      “When I heard there were soldiers, I figured it had to be the rebellion,” Fes said.

      “You sent word to us. What is this about? And what are you doing riding a Toulen horse?”

      “I’m sure you have a lot of questions,” Fes said. “But you don’t need to worry. I know that I sent word for the rebellion, a warning that I needed help, but everything is fine.”

      Alison glanced at the two others with her. They were rebels that Fes hadn’t met, but that wasn’t entirely surprising. “Fes—”

      A dozen riders appeared out of the darkness. They converged on him, surrounding him and Jayell, and Fes decided not to resist. He thought that he might be able to get away, but was that what he wanted? Any attempt to escape would only lead to a confrontation, and these were people he had traveled with, people he had fought alongside, and he wasn’t sure that he wanted to do that.

      “What is this about, Alison?”

      “I think that you know what it’s about,” she said.

      Fes stared at her for a long moment. “The skull?”

      Alison took a deep breath. “The fact that you ask about it, and that you know about it, tells me everything that I need to know.”

      “The skull belongs in Toulen,” Fes said.

      “Not anymore,” Alison said. “The skull was held by Toulen, and it’s time that it be returned to where it belongs.” Alison watched him for a long moment. “Are you going to oppose this?”

      Fes breathed out heavily. He glanced back at Jayell, and when he did, he could see the irritation in Alison’s eyes. “Is it your plan to attack the Toulen warriors?”

      “Only if we have to.”

      “Which means that you intend for me to bring you the skull.”

      “It would be a much less violent outcome,” Alison said.

      What choice did he have?

      If he did this, he would pit himself against the Toulen warriors. Already he had pitted himself against the empire and the Dragon Guards, which would leave him with only the rebellion. It was almost as if Alison intended to force him to join the rebellion.

      And Fes did not care for being forced into doing anything.

      Yet, he didn’t worry about the rebellion misusing the dragon skull, not the way that he worried about Elizabeth doing so.

      “If I do this, you will leave the Toulen warriors alone.”

      Alison shrugged. “We have no interest in them. The only thing we want is that skull.”

      “How did you know?” Fes asked.

      “You told us,” Alison said.

      “I didn’t tell you anything.”

      “When you said that they were coming after the girl, that was all we needed to know,” she said. “We knew Toulen had a skull. They have been protecting it for hundreds of years, but we never knew quite how to find it. Then when we traveled with Theole, we thought we might finally gain access—until the empire grabbed him again.”

      Fes shook his head. It was his fault that Indra had traveled with the rebellion, just as it was his fault that the rebellion was here. And now, he would have to prevent anything worse from happening. Somehow, he would have to ensure that no one else was hurt, but any choice that he made would cause some harm.

      “Don’t attack them,” Fes said.

      “I trust that you will make the right choice,” Alison said.

      “I thought I could trust that you would make the same choice.”

      Alison stared at him. “After what happened, with what you did with the dragon heart, I thought you understood what we needed. I thought you recognized the purpose of the rebellion. I thought that you, as one of the Deshazl, would want this.”

      Fes shook his head. “You thought wrong.”

      He turned his horse and headed back up the slope.

      As they climbed, Jayell leaned toward him. “Are you going to do that? Are you going to get the dragon skull for them?”

      “I intend to make certain that Indra gets back to her homeland without any further incident.”

      “Fes—”

      “No,” he said. “Nothing more. She’s already been through enough.”

      And he wasn’t going to be responsible for anything more happening to her.
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      Fes reached the Toulen warrior camp, having circled around. His mind raged with difficult decisions. What was he going to do? Was he willing to betray Indra and the Toulen warriors?

      And if he didn’t, would they be harmed?

      Jayell had been quiet during the ride back to the campsite, having sensed Fes’s mood. He appreciated that she didn’t push.

      “What did you find?” Adoran asked as they returned. He took the reins to the horse and looked behind Fes, almost as if expecting the rebellion to attack.

      “You need to get going,” Fes said.

      “I need to what?”

      “They’re here because of the dragon skull. They intend to claim it. It’s my fault. When I learned Indra had been captured, I sent word for help.”

      “They shouldn’t have known—”

      “They shouldn’t have, but I think they discovered its existence from Theole. If not from him, then from Indra.”

      Fes headed over to Indra. She was resting, far enough away from Elizabeth that she didn’t have to fear her but close enough that she could keep an eye on her. Three totems were resting on the ground around her, and Fes still marveled at her strength and the willingness that she had to remain here.

      When he touched her shoulder, she awoke with a start. When she did, the totems began to rise, coming to life. One of them started toward Fes, animated enough that it would crash into his legs. Given what he had seen the totems do against the golem, Fes had no interest in experiencing the pain of a totem attack.

      “Indra?”

      She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and whispered a soft word. All of a sudden, the totems stopped moving.

      Fes breathed out a sigh of relief when the totems stopped only a pace away from him. Maybe he didn’t need to worry about the rebellion, not when Indra had magic like this.

      But then, if the Toulen warriors attacked the rebellion, someone who he didn’t want to be hurt would suffer. Either Alison could be hurt or Indra. Neither idea appealed to Fes.

      “What is it?”

      He took a seat in the middle of the totems, settling onto the ground next to her. Adoran watched and Jayell remained outside the triangle of totems. He didn’t blame her reluctance. “What does the rebellion know about Toulen?”

      “They shouldn’t know anything,” she said.

      “Is possible that they do?”

      She glanced over at Adoran.

      “Pretend that he’s not here,” Fes said. He still wasn’t certain what role Adoran had with Indra, other than the fact that he suspected they were in the same clan. What she knew was what mattered. “Just tell me what they might know.”

      “When we were traveling, Father would talk about a mistake that he made.”

      “Bringing you to the Great Market.”

      “I don’t think he knew what he was getting into. He heard there was a buyer for the kind of figurines that he could make. He intended to sell a few figurines, and then he wanted to return. He didn’t want anything else. He didn’t intend to betray Toulen.”

      Fes glanced up at Adoran. “I’m sure that he didn’t intend to betray Toulen. Sometimes, greed can be difficult.”

      Indra looked at him, her gaze beseeching. “I… I didn’t know what he was asking me to make. When I understood, it was too late.”

      “What are you talking about…” His breath caught as his gaze drifted around the clearing at the totems. There was power within them. The same kind of power he’d seen from the golem. “The golem? Is that what you are getting at?”

      Indra looked down at her hands. “It’s my fault. I’m the one who made the golem. I’m the reason that she managed to acquire it. If not for me, there would have been no golem attack.”

      Fes closed his eyes. He had believed that Theole had been responsible for creating the golem, but it had been Indra. Fes should have known better. Indra was the one who had the dragon blessing, the gift of animating totems. Theole had skill, but nothing like his daughter.

      “How did you make the golem?”

      “It should have been forbidden,” Adoran said, stepping inside the triangle.

      “I didn’t know. Father instructed me. It was different than my usual carvings, something that was to be a challenge. I didn’t know what it was, not until I held the token. Only then did I know it was mine.”

      Adoran took a seat. He reached for Indra’s hands and she resisted for a moment before acquiescing, still looking down at the ground. “His responsibility was to train you. It is not your failing, but his.”

      “It’s my fault,” Indra said. “I asked him what we could do, how we could be better off. With what happened to Mother…”

      “What happened to your mother?” Fes asked.

      Indra shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does matter. What happened to her?”

      Indra remained silent, saying nothing.

      “Why did she want you to come along?” Fes asked, nodding toward Elizabeth. “Did she know that you were responsible for the golem?”

      Indra shook her head. “I didn’t even know I was responsible. That was kept from me.”

      Indra had been betrayed, and now that she knew, what would she do?

      None of it changed what he needed to do, which was to ensure that Indra got to safety. It was odd for him, the feeling that perhaps no one was quite as innocent as he wanted to believe. All of the destruction carried out by the golem had been because of Indra. Had she not created it, it would have never been an issue. There would have been no danger to Toulen.

      “Can you destroy it?”

      “Once something like that has been created, there is very little that can be done to destroy it,” Adoran said. “The process of bringing a golem to life is complicated, and while it certainly shows the strength Indra possesses, it cannot be easily destroyed.”

      “But as long as she holds the token, she controls it,” Fes said.

      “As far as I know,” Adoran said. “But with Indra and her abilities, it is difficult to know whether that will be the same.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Indra is more talented than many who have claimed the dragon blessing. It’s possible that her connection to her power is unique enough that the golem she has created will be unique as well.”

      “You need to take the golem and the dragon skull, and you need to get moving.”

      “We will continue on in the morning,” Adoran said.

      “Morning won’t be good enough. The rebellion expects that I will bring them a dragon skull.”

      “Why would they expect that?” Adoran asked.

      “Because they threatened to attack if I did not.”

      Adoran stared at Fes for a long moment. “You would allow them to attack?”

      “I don’t have control over whether they attack or not. Enough have suffered because of this. But I intend to make certain that Indra returns to Toulen safely, as I promised.”

      “How do you intend to do that?” Adoran asked.

      “I don’t intend to force you to give up the dragon skull if that’s what you fear.”

      “I’m not sure that you could—”

      Fes smiled at him. “We don’t need to debate what I am or am not capable of doing,” Fes said. “We both know what I have done.”

      Adoran took a deep breath. “If you don’t intend to take the dragon skull, then what is it that you intend?”

      “I intend to delay the rebellion and give you time to return to Toulen. I assume you have some way of protecting it once you are there?”

      “We will be able to protect it,” Adoran said.

      “Good. Now, what I need for you to do is to gather your people and begin moving. I will delay them, but there is only so much that I can do.” He turned to Indra. “And I will need something from you.”

      “From me?”

      Fes nodded. “How skilled are you at carving something a little… larger?”

      Indra met his gaze, and she started to smile. “I think that I could manage that well enough.”

      “How long do you think it will take?”

      “I just need something to work with,” Indra said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It had been barely more than two hours before Indra came over to him and set a tiny sculpture into his hand. It looked similar to the dragon skull but was no more than a tenth of the size.

      “I’m not sure this will convince them,” Fes said.

      “It won’t,” Indra said. “But you forget I have the dragon blessing.”

      She leaned toward the sculpture and whispered something softly. As she did, the sculpture began to wriggle, much the same way that the totems had within his pocket. Fes almost jerked his hand away, but the sculpture began to elongate, stretching out and growing increasingly larger. Gradually it began to take on the same shape and size as the dragon skull they transported back to Toulen.

      Fes lifted it. It was heavy, almost as if Indra had managed to increase its weight along with the size, but that didn’t make any sense.

      “How long can you hold it?” He thought about the totems and the limitations that she had with them. There had been a limit to how long she could maintain the animation to them, so Fes suspected there would be a similar limitation with the sculpture.

      “I haven’t used the blessing in several days,” she said. “I should be able to hold it for a few hours, at least.”

      Fes looked up at Adoran, who had joined them when Indra came over with the sculpture. His eyes widened when he saw the dragon skull.

      “It looks just like it,” Adoran said.

      “It might pass for it, at least long enough to convince them,” Fes said. “Somehow, we will have to find a way to add warmth to it.”

      Indra leaned toward the sculpture and whispered something else. The sculpture began to heat up, taking on an increased warmth.

      What was she saying? What managed to cause the sculpture to do that? Did the words matter, or was it simply her dragon blessing, as she claimed?

      “That should do,” Fes said. It might be enough to convince even the priest, though he wasn’t certain whether Talmund still traveled with the rebellion.

      “Are you certain you want to do this?” Indra asked. “I know what they mean to you. I know you traveled with them for a time, and that—”

      Fes shook his head. “I’m not taking a side. I’m simply allowing you to return with what your people should have. I’m sorry that I won’t be there to help make sure you get back to your homeland safely.”

      “Thank you,” Indra said.

      “I haven’t done anything worthy of thanks,” he said.

      “You have done far more than you ever needed to. You are a friend, Fezarn Varan.”

      Fes swallowed and turned to Adoran. “Just make sure that you get her back safely. Watch over Elizabeth. I intend to come for her eventually and get answers.”

      Adoran nodded. “We will keep her secured. She will not harm us again.”

      Fes hoped that were the case, but this time, without the golem, he thought the Toulen warriors had a better chance of withstanding an attack from her.

      When he stood, he hefted the sculpture and turned to Indra. He looked at her for a long moment. With her dark hair and sun-kissed skin, she did not belong in the empire. She deserved safety, and he hated that he wasn’t going to be able to see her through this, but if nothing else, he would ensure that the warriors got her back home. “Hold on to this blessing as long as you can.”

      Indra raced over to him and threw her arms around him in a hug. “I wish you didn’t have to go.”

      “I have a feeling we’ll see each other again,” Fes said. He nodded to Adoran and the Toulen warriors streamed off, Adoran and Ulesn at the head, Indra between them. They made good time, the horses’ hooves clattering off the stones as they raced along the mountain. Fes would stay here, waiting until Alison and the rebellion appeared. How long would it be before they showed up? How long could he delay?

      Fes glanced at Jayell as he took a seat while holding onto the reins of his horse. “You don’t have to do this. If this goes awry…”

      “I am going to stay with you,” she said. “You promised to find Griffin.”

      “I will help you with that. After.”

      And he needed to have enough time that not only could Indra and the rest of the Toulen warriors escape, but he needed to have a chance to escape. If the sculpture changed, losing its blessing while he was still with the rebels, then he would fail.

      Fes was determined not to fail. He looked over at Jayell. “While we’re waiting, why don’t you tell me more about the fire mages?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The journey back to the capital took quite a bit longer than the journey out had taken him. He rode the Dragon Guard stallion, and Jayell rode alongside him. Fes felt a growing trepidation as they approached Anuhr, and it had almost as much to do with the fact that he feared what might come of the Dragon Guard as it did anything else.

      “Do you regret anything?” Jayell asked as they approached the city.

      “I regret that I had to betray Alison,” he said.

      “There was something between the two of you, wasn’t there?”

      “A long time ago,” Fes said.

      “It seems as if it were more recent.”

      Fes shook his head. “Anything that seemed recent with Alison was…”

      He squeezed his eyes closed. When he had traveled with her the last time, he had been reminded of the connection they shared, and he had come to know her better than he ever had when they had more romance between them. A part of him wished that there could be something more, but he knew better. Anything that could have been would have required he align himself with the rebellion. Fes preferred his neutrality—as much neutrality as he could manage.

      “I will help you find Griffin, and after that, you can return to the Priests of the Flame if you want.”

      “I’m not sure what I want. Not anymore,” she said.

      They had been through so much over the last few weeks, and he had forced her to use her fire mage abilities much more often than she had wanted. Now that she had, what did that mean for her? Could she ever return to the Priests of the Flame, or was she always going to remain a fire mage?

      “Will Azithan meet with you?” she asked.

      “I’m not so worried about whether Azithan will meet with me. I more concerned about what will happen when I appear in the palace.”

      “That Dragon Guard captain?”

      “Jaken.” Fes worried more about Jaken than he did about confronting Azithan. He didn’t think that he could easily overpower Azithan, but he also didn’t think that Azithan intended him any harm. It might be a misguided belief, and he had made that mistake before, but this was something that he needed to do.

      “What if he’s not there?”

      “He’ll be there,” Fes said.

      “And if he’s not?”

      “Then we wait,” Fes said.

      He doubted that Azithan would be anywhere other than in the city. If he had managed to get into the Draconis Pass, he would have needed to bring the dragon relics back to the city for the emperor. Unless Azithan had kept them for himself. If that were the case, where would he have stored them?

      As they approached the city, Fes motioned for Jayell to dismount. “It wouldn’t do for us to come riding in on Dragon Guard horses,” he said. He patted the flank of the horse and sent it running off. He wasn’t certain whether the horse would return to the city or whether it would run somewhere else. Either way, he doubted it mattered.

      They walked the rest the way into the city, passing through some of the outer sections before heading into the heart of the city. As they approached, Jayell became increasingly quiet and more somber. “What is it?” Fes asked.

      “I was here, once. When I was training with the fire mages, I came here. Everyone who trains needs to come to the capital at least once,” she said.

      “I don’t think it’s changed much,” Fes said.

      “But I have,” Jayell said.

      They took back streets as they meandered through the city, heading toward the palace in the distance. Eventually, he made his way to it, sneaking through one of the back entrances and winding his way up toward Azithan’s rooms.

      When he reached the landing outside Azithan’s rooms, he froze.

      Dragon Guards were stationed outside the entrance.

      “We should go,” he whispered.

      He didn’t say it fast enough, and one of the Dragon Guards turned toward him.

      He recognized the soldier. He was one of the soldiers who had been with Jaken when Fes had first been captured.

      The man lunged toward him.

      Fes grabbed his daggers, unsheathing them quickly. He didn’t want to harm the Dragon Guard, but there wasn’t much choice to it.

      Heat began to build behind him.

      The soldiers were pushed back, a barrier forcing them away.

      Fes glanced over his shoulder to see Jayell holding a dragon relic. It was the same relic that she had stared at near the fire, the same one with the odd black coloring to it.

      “Do what you need to do,” she whispered.

      Fes quickly made his way around the Dragon Guard and knocked each man in the side of the head, dropping them unconscious. They wouldn’t have much time now that the Dragon Guard had been attacked.

      He reached the door to Azithan’s chambers and knocked before pushing it open.

      When he stepped inside, he wasn’t surprised to see Azithan sitting near the hearth, a book open on his lap. The fact that there had been Dragon Guard outside his door had suggested to Fes that he was here. Otherwise, why would the emperor have placed men outside it?

      Azithan looked over, seemingly unsurprised to see Fes bursting into his room. He closed the book. “Fezarn. And his fire mage friend.”

      “Where is the boy?” Fes asked.

      “Close the door, Fezarn.”

      Fes shook his head. “Where is the boy, Azithan?”

      Azithan raised his hand and a surge of heat burst from his palm. There were no flames, just the heat, and the door slammed closed.

      “I take it that you took out the guard,” he said.

      Fes nodded. “I won’t have much time. All I want is the boy.”

      “What is he to you, Fezarn?”

      “A promise,” Fes said.

      “And does a promise mean so much to you?”

      “It means more than it should,” Fes said. As much as he wished otherwise, too often he was tied to his promises and felt compelled to follow through on them. It would be easier if it weren’t that case, but…

      “The boy is safe,” Azithan said.

      “You used him. You used him to get the dragon relics from the heart of the pass.”

      Azithan smiled. “An interesting choice of words, I think.”

      “What?”

      “Heart. I believe the last task you were assigned was to bring the heart to me.”

      “I brought you the heart.” Fes resisted the urge to look over at it, knowing that it was a replica. He had thought that Azithan had not known, that he was content with the fact that even if it were a replica, it was a good one.

      “You brought me a copy. I am surprised that you would ally yourself with the rebels.”

      “I didn’t do anything with the rebels,” Fes said.

      “Ah, But that is not quite true,” Azithan said. Heat continued to radiate from him, a steady pressure. “You allowed to the rebellion to keep the heart. I admit that I was surprised by that turn of events, and… pleased.”

      “Why were you pleased?” Fes asked.

      “I hadn’t realized that she would have such a predilection toward the rebellion.”

      Fes tensed. Was Azithan intending to use him against the rebellion? If he did, Fes wouldn’t allow that. He couldn’t allow that.

      “Why?”

      Azithan stared at him for a moment. “Why? I thought you would have figured it out by now.”

      “Assume that I haven’t,” Fes said.

      Azithan snorted. “I will go along with this charade,” he said. “You have worried about what my role is. You have worried about this boy, a young Deshazl.” He looked over at Jayell and smiled tightly. “And you have continually attempted to deceive me, thinking that my ties to the emperor and the empire are a reason for you to do so.”

      “I haven’t deceived you,” Fes said.

      “You have. I understand the reason that you have. You have allowed your connections and your commitment to others to draw you. And I cannot blame you for what you’ve done.”

      “Azithan?”

      Azithan clasped his hands together. “You worry about how I might react, but you needn’t.” He cocked his head to the side, listening. Heat blossomed from him. “I think… I think that it is time for you to depart, Fezarn. Your Dragon Guard Captain has returned, and I fear that you won’t have much time.”

      Azithan stood and swept toward the door, grabbing Jayell and Fes by the arm. When he pushed open the door, he shuffled Jayell in front of him, but then Azithan pushed out with a heat barrier, sweeping it out from him.

      Fes had only a moment to notice that Jaken was slammed against the wall by the barrier. His eyes went wide but he looked to Jayell, assuming that she was the one placing the heat barrier.

      “Azithan?” He was confused as to what Azithan was doing.

      “Go, Fezarn.”

      “Why are you doing this?”

      When Azithan answered, he did so in a whisper that carried only to Fes’s ears. And Fes could barely believe what he heard.

      “Because it’s not your time to remain here. Not yet, at least. And I have need of the Deshazl.”
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      Grab book 3 of The Dragonwalker: Dragon Rise
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      Dragons will return, but who will control them?

      After betraying both the empire and the rebellion, Fes and Jayell travel alone, struggling to remain safe when a daring break-in that might provide the needed leverage goes awry. Searching for help requires he go to those who want nothing more than to raise the dragons but it’s where he might finally begin to understand just what it means for him to be Deshazl.

      Facing a fight for his life, he discovers he’s not as alone as he thought. With new allies, he might finally be able to save Jayell, but he needs to do so before a new threat attempts to use him for his connection to the long lost dragons—and destroy the empire.

      A decision forces him to come to terms with what he really wants. Does he want the protection of the empire, the rebellion, or does he serve only himself?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Dragon Blessed. 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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