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      THE TEMPLE RUINS

      Torian had always found the ruins of the ancient temple to be somewhat peaceful, something that he knew strange given that it was a place of destruction from the war that had raged through these lands long ago. In the generations that had passed, most of the remnants of the war had been cleared and repaired, including his town of Sarot, so that little of the days of the split of the Siansaal Empire remained. Other than the temple ruins.

      “Pay attention, Torian,” Gaspel whispered. “The temple might be gone, but you should still honor the Saith.”

      Torian looked over to his instructor. Gaspel had been in Sarot, teaching at the school for the last year and had been generally kind to him, something that Torian could not claim about all of his instructors. Gaspel hadn’t reached the same level of frustration at his lack of progress the way so many of the others who came in from the university in Corsalt had, but his experience suggested that would come in time.

      “I’m paying attention. I’ve heard this speech a few times.” And he didn’t want to admit that he struggled with his faith in the Saith.

      Willa, the most tenured instructor and the only one who claimed to have come from Sarot herself, stood not far from him and several other students—including Torian’s younger sister Liana—while talking about the ways that the empire had once celebrated the god in this temple.

      “It’s still polite to pay attention to your instructors,” Gaspel chided, his appraising look telling Torian that he somehow knew about Torian’s lack of faith.

      Torian knew better than to argue, especially with Gaspel. He had been generally patient with him, and under Gaspel’s guidance, Torian had managed to learn a few more of the first-tier patterns that he had not known before. At least, he had learned the technique of them, even if he had not yet managed to successfully use them.

      Dary, the younger boy of significant potential, shot Torian an irritated look. He was standing close to Willa and shifting his feet with just as much irritation as Torian had. Probably more, Torian decided, as Dary really had no interest in the academic side of school. All he wanted was to learn how to use his patterns, summon power that he felt was his right as a budding sahir, and probably head off to the university.

      The local sahir school taught students to reach the power of the Saith that fueled the magic of the world: light, dark, air, water, earth, cold, and metal. Each of the patterns they learned helped to harness one aspect of that energy. When—and if—a student mastered the primary patterns, they progressed to learn additional tiers of patterns. If someone could master the third tier, they could train at the university in Corsalt.

      That had always been Torian’s dream—even though he knew it unrealistic. Even if he never went to the university, he’d love to be able to call himself a sahir, but that took mastery of the first tier, something Torian still hadn’t achieved.

      “I’d like for each of you to find me a marking of the empire,” Willa said.

      Torian had missed most of her speech, having let his mind wander as he looked around the ruins. Most of the stone here came from toppled walls that had once towered over this land. The school had drawings of what the temple had once looked like, and even seeing those drawings depicting it, it was difficult for Torian to visualize what it must have been like. The temple would have been impressive. Even in its ruined state, it was still impressive. That was part of the reason that he enjoyed coming here.

      Not the only reason, though. He often felt the power of this place.

      There were times when he thought he imagined it. The Siansaal Empire had known different kinds of power than the nation of Navarin did, even having rumors of sahir so powerful they were called by another term—valsahir. Navarin had no valsahir these days, though it trained plenty of sahir of various potential. Torian suspected the stories of the valsahir were just that—stories.

      “Be careful as you look through here,” Torian said to Liana as she started past him.

      She was a few years younger than him and looked like a younger version of their mother, with the same black hair, round face, and quick smile. Liana rarely offered that smile to Torian, though.

      “I’m not as accident-prone as you think,” she snapped but did so keeping her voice down, glancing anxiously over to Dary and another one of the students who often stayed near him, a girl named Eliza who shared Dary’s potential, along with his lack of interest in actually studying. “You don’t have to watch over me.”

      “I’m not watching over you.” Torian looked around briefly and realized that he was the only one, other than Liana because he had delayed her, who had not started off to go and look for markers of the empire like Willa had asked. Gaspel was talking to Willa, motioning to a pile of stone and asking some questions that Willa seemed irritated to be answering, her wrinkled lips pursed in a frown. “I’m just—”

      “You’re doing what you always do. Just because we lost Leven doesn’t mean you need to watch over me like a mother hawk.”

      The mention of their brother came like a slap to Torian’s face. Liana could often be rough with him, though he had long ago learned to ignore the worst of her barbs, as he viewed it as her way of grieving. He wasn’t going to let her push him away.

      “I’m sorry. I could look with you.”

      “We need to find a marker of the empire,” she said, growing even more annoyed, “and you just don’t have the right talent, Torian.”

      She hurried away from him, joining Dary.

      Along with Dary and Eliza, Liana picked her way over a pile of rubble, disappearing.

      “You can come with me,” a soft voice said behind him.

      Torian looked over. Jensen was barely eight years old, looking every bit of it with his smaller and petite frame that was not helped by his oversized robes, but already incredibly gifted. He had rapidly learned how to control the primary patterns when he had first entered the school and had progressed through the first-tier patterns faster than anybody in Torian’s memory. He’d already tested for sahir, reaching his first-tier medallion, something that Torian had not accomplished in his time at the school.

      “You don’t want me with you,” Torian said.

      “You’ve been out here a lot more than I have. If we have to find the empire markings, I’d like to have somebody who knows their way around. I hear the stone sometimes gets uneven.”

      “Sometimes,” Torian said. “But it’s not common for it to do so. If you stick to the paths through it, you don’t have to worry about your footing at all.”

      Jensen nodded, his brow wrinkled thoughtfully. “If we stick to the paths, won’t that make it less likely for us to find empire markings? Willa says that the ruins have been picked over by historians, so anything of value will have already been gone through.”

      “I don’t think there’s anything of value left in the temple. Remember, it was destroyed decades ago.”

      “Can you imagine what it must’ve been like back then?” Jensen looked up as if he were doing just that, his eyes widening ever so slightly. He pressed the tips of his fingers together, and Torian recognized some of the patterns he was using, though the dexterity within Jensen’s fingers was beyond what Torian possessed. He shifted his hands slightly, using one of the primary earth patterns, though a second-tier pattern. The ground near him started to tremble ever so slightly as he released some of that power. “They must’ve had incredibly powerful sahir who built it.”

      “Or perhaps more than only sahir,” Gaspel said, coming over to join them.

      He flashed a smile at Jensen. Torian had seen the two of them working together, so he knew that Gaspel was offering Jensen private instruction, which wasn’t terribly surprising given Jensen’s potential. Most of the instructors who’d come to the school over the last year, and there had been three others who had been through here, gave Jensen extra attention. It was considered an honor to be the one to escort a student to the university once they passed into the third tier. Everyone, other than Willa, wanted that opportunity.

      “I’m not so sure I believe the stories of the valsahir,” Jensen said.

      That surprised Torian. He would’ve expected that if anybody believed the stories about the ancient magic users, it would have been the youngest—and most powerful—among them.

      “I’ll tell you a secret,” Gaspel said, leaning down toward Jensen. “I’m not so sure that I do, either. We would have found others by now.” He straightened, pressing his hands together briefly. “If you fear the stone, focus on the second-tier stacked stone technique. You can use that to stabilize your footing. You are certainly capable of doing that, Jensen. And I imagine capable enough that you can have Torian go with you. Besides, it is only sensible that the two of you travel together. We wouldn’t want anybody to get lost in the ruins.”

      “Has that happened before?”

      Torian looked away. He couldn’t tell if Gaspel looked in his direction or not.

      “Nothing to be concerned about, Jensen,” he said. “It looks like my colleague would like to visit some more. Now hurry along. The first one of you who finds one of the empire markings will have Willa’s favor. You know how much that is worth.”

      Torian looked over to Willa. She had always impressed him. Not only because of her control of her sahir power but because she had managed to use that power for the betterment of her people, something that Torian would like to replicate.

      Torian motioned for Jensen to follow. Even if they were to find the empire marking on any of the ruins, Torian doubted that he would get Willa’s favor. Working with Jensen would make it more likely that the younger boy would get the attention, anyway. Not that Torian minded, after all. If they found anything, it would probably be because of Jensen, anyway.

      “Where do you think we should go?” Jensen asked.

      “Well, I would suggest that we try heading toward the center of the temple. Or what was once the temple. The outskirts of the temple have been picked over.”

      “Do you know which way to go?”

      Torian nodded and motioned to a pile of debris that heaped in front of them. The footing was unsteady, Torian knew from experience, but not dangerous. There were other places within the temple that were more dangerous. Places where the stone still wobbled unsteadily. Places like where his brother had been lost.

      “Oh,” Jensen said. “That’s probably better, anyway. It looks like the others are heading the opposite direction.”

      “They probably think they know where they’re going, but I doubt they do.”

      Unless Liana spoke up. She knew the ruins fairly well also. Most of that came from their mother’s interest in the ruins, something that she shared with Willa, though probably for a different reason.

      “I can go first. I can use the stacked stone pattern to keep them all stable,” Jensen said.

      Torian nodded, not wanting to argue with Jensen. It wasn’t necessary here, but the further that they got into the ruins, the more it might be necessary. Torian had stopped exploring after Leven’s death years ago. Leven had preceded Torian in school and had more potential than even Liana. Probably as much as Jensen if he had had the time to develop it. Ever since then, Torian had struggled with his own power.

      The two of them made their way forward, with Jensen scrambling up the rock and pausing every so often to press his hands together. Each time he did, the ground trembled, the ruins shifting very slightly, enough to cause some debris to shift around him, then he looked back at Torian and waved for him to follow. He didn’t want to upset Jensen and tell him that his effort was not really necessary, so he waited for the boy to do it.

      By the time they reached another small space, the sun had shifted, sending shadows down into the void.

      “Should I dispel them?” Jensen asked, pointing to the shadowy pool near them.

      “You can do that?” Torian tried to keep the surprise from his voice. Dispelling shadows was a second-tier pattern, but it was considered the most complicated of the second-tier patterns. If Jensen had already mastered that, he would be ready to begin learning the third-tier patterns.

      “Most of the time,” Jensen said. “I wasn’t really able to until Gaspel came. He’s given me a few tips over the last year. It’s a tricky hand position.”

      Jensen brought his hands together, which Torian immediately modeled, as he knew the hand position to use the dispel shadow pattern, even if he couldn’t draw on the power necessary to make that pattern work.

      “Oh. You know it,” Jensen said.

      “It’s one thing to know it, and it’s another to use it. I don’t have that strength.”

      “You have to have some. You’ve mastered each of the seven primary patterns.”

      “I have. But I’m still struggling with the first-tier patterns.” Those patterns were variations of the primary patterns and considered a marker of a true sahir.

      “You’ll get there, Torian. Everybody has their own path.”

      Torian snorted. “You sound like my mother.”

      “My father says that to me too.”

      “I imagine most priests have that view,” Torian said.

      Jensen jumped down into the shadows, shifting his hands as he did, and the darkness began to separate. Shadow dispel was a limited pattern, but it did cause the darkness to peel away as if it were some layer of fog that simply vanished. It wasn’t permanent. It would hold for several minutes before the darkness would begin to press inward once again, but it was useful nonetheless.

      “Does he mind you attending school?” Some priests were known to feel that training as a sahir took power from the Saith, the seven gods celebrated by the church. Not all felt that way, though. Torian didn’t know which way Jensen’s father leaned.

      “I don’t think he was thrilled that I have the potential that I do,” Jensen said, sounding as if he were older than his age, “but he understands.” He wrinkled his brow, standing straight, and deepened his voice. “Navarin needs all the sahir protection possible. We must defend against the return of Rusav and celebrate the Saith.” He smiled, as if talking about another invasion of their Rusavian neighbors shouldn’t terrify them. “Don’t tell him that I imitate him like that.”

      Torian started to laugh. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      Jensen crouched down. “Did you know there was a little tunnel here?”

      Torian frowned. He’d come through here before. It was an easy enough climb as he had explored the ruins, but he had never seen the small opening that Jensen motioned toward. Then again, he’d never dispelled shadows here, either. When he had explored with his brother years ago, Leven had been nearly ready to test for his second-tier medallion but had not mastered the shadows. So he had not dispelled them. The first tier involved summoning shadows, which wouldn’t do much to burn through them. And light, using one of the lantern beam patterns, wasn’t always effective, especially in places like this that were rife with runic markers.

      “I did not.”

      “Where do you think it leads?”

      “Maybe to us finding a marker of the empire,” Torian said.

      Jensen grinned, his smile nearly as wide as his face, and he dropped down, peering inside. Light bloomed from him, illuminating the inside of the archway. The speed with which Jensen created the lantern beam pattern left Torian impressed with the boy. He really was going to progress through the third-tier pattern rapidly and would probably be one of the youngest to head to the university in a long time.

      “I see something up here. Do you want me to go through by myself?”

      “Do you think it’s big enough for me?” Torian eyed up the stone archway, trying to calm his suddenly rapidly beating heart.

      “Oh, I think it is. I can make sure that it doesn’t collapse, but it looks pretty solid. Besides, there are still some faint runic markers here. They look like they are supporting the arch.”

      Torian took a deep breath, steadying himself. He nodded, and when Jensen crawled forward, he got down on his hands and knees and started after him.

      This wasn’t where Leven was hurt.

      That was what he had to tell himself as he crawled after Jensen, as it might not have been here, but it wasn’t that dissimilar to this. He scooted forward, keeping up with Jensen and feeling foolish for his nerves.

      “There’s an opening up here,” Jensen said.

      “Just get moving,” Torian told him.

      “I might need to dispel shadows again. My lantern beam isn’t lighting things nearly as well as it should. I can try the third-tier, but I’m not always consistent with it.”

      The idea that Jensen was even considering the third-tier pattern made Torian laugh softly.

      “Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone.”

      They crawled forward, and Jensen stood, getting clear of the arched tunnel they were crawling through. Torian couldn’t even imagine what this had once been used for. It wasn’t a part of any drawing that he had seen of the ancient ruins, but then again, so much of the temple ruins had shifted over time. It might not have been at ground level, so maybe he had to visualize it in a different manner.

      When he got free of the small archway, Jensen had already used the dispel shadows. They pooled, almost as if they were some dense liquid that filled this space.

      He was standing near a strange, raised pile of stone.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know. This doesn’t look like it was connected to anything. It’s too smooth, and there are all sorts of runic markers all around it. I’ve never seen anything like it. These are really complex.” He looked over to Torian. “Maybe I was wrong about the valsahir.”

      Torian joined him and looked down at the pillar of stone. As Jensen had suggested, there were runic markers. Dozens of them, and all interlocked, created a flowing pattern that was more complicated than any other use of runic markers that Torian had seen. Many of the buildings from the time of the empire had runic markers on them, often fortifying the construction and warding off dangers. He had never seen anything quite like this, though.

      “Look at these patterns,” Jensen said, nodding to the top of the pillar. “They just circle it.”

      The pillar came up to Torian’s chest, which meant it came up to Jensen’s nose. He was basically eye level with the top of the pillar, and he raised his hands up, still holding onto a lantern beam, though this one a first-tier pattern so that it didn’t spill out and blind them, illuminating the markers along the surface of the pillar.

      “I think it’s writing,” Torian said. “Not just runic markers.”

      And what little Torian could decipher spoke of the different gods of the Saith.

      What is this place?

      “But the patterns are similar.” Jensen reached out for the pillar. When a shout came from behind him, he paused. “Sounds like somebody else beat us to a new marker.”

      “I wonder where,” Torian said. Having spent the time that he had here, it would be unusual for new markers to be found before now, especially considering the way that the others had been going.

      “We should get back. If you want, you can be the one to tell Willa what we found.”

      “I think it’s better if you tell her. She won’t believe me that I was the one who found it anyway.” And it would benefit Jensen more than it would benefit Torian.

      “I’ll just tell her that we both found it.” Jensen slipped into the archway again.

      Torian glanced over to the pillar. He’d been working on the primary patterns while standing here, something that he did often when he came to the ruins. He had to be ready for the possibility that the stone might begin to shift, even if he didn’t have Jensen’s ability to stabilize it.

      “Are you coming?” Jensen asked.

      He was fully under the archway now, almost back to the area where the shadows had pooled.

      Torian tapped on the top of the pillar before following Jensen.

      As soon as he reached the archway, the ground started to tremble slightly.

      “Jensen?”

      “Give me a moment,” Jensen said hurriedly.

      Torian couldn’t see what the other boy was doing, but he felt the faint wave of rippling energy beneath him. The trembling eased, but only a little bit.

      “Get moving,” Torian urged.

      He hurried up to Jensen and started pushing him.

      “I can stabilize this,” Jensen said.

      The ground continued to tremble.

      Torian shoved him again, harder this time. He ignored Jensen’s objections and gave him another shove when he heard debris starting to tumble. They managed to get clear of the archway, but barely in time.

      It collapsed, sending a wave of dust and debris toward them, tossing both toward the pile of rubble they had climbed down to even get into this section.

      Jensen looked stunned. His hands were frozen in the second-tier stacked stone pattern, with his shoulders practically shaking. “What… What…”

      Torian didn’t say anything. Instead, he stared at where the archway had been. They could have been crushed, just like his brother.

      But they hadn’t.

      He took a deep breath, turned to Jensen, and nodded toward the pile of debris before him. “We should get back and join the others.” He could deal with his terror once they made it back safely. “Do you think you can hold the stone stable?”

      “I was trying to do it there.”

      “I’m sure that’s the reason we weren’t caught,” Torian said, forcing a smile.

      Jensen looked at him, and the anxiety faded quickly. “I think that if I was holding the third-tier pattern, it wouldn’t have collapsed.”

      Torian could only nod as he followed Jensen up the pile. Once they reached the top, he looked back. There was no sign of the archway, no sign of the strange chamber they’d found with the runic markers on the pillar. All of it was now buried.

      And maybe that was for the best. There were some things here that were better off lost to time.
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      A CONSPIRACY OF RAVENS

      The cawing of the raven circling overhead drew Torian’s attention from the small statue that rested in front of him on the small alcove of the fallen temple. The bird dove under one of the crumbling archways before taking to the air again and circling. Not over him, thankfully, as it was a large raven, and he didn’t have any interest in fighting to keep it from pecking out his eyes.

      “I thought I saw Torian coming this way.” Dary’s voice drifted through the rubble, managing to carry to him, though Torian couldn’t see where he and the others were.

      “He’s probably drawing that raven with him. I bet he thinks to scare us off.”

      That was Liana. She was close enough that he could now smell the faint hint from her soap.

      Torian slipped past the strange-looking statue, ducking underneath a small overhang and beneath the ruin of what had once been a small room off the main part of the temple. At least, that was what the priests claimed the records showed them. Now it was little more than moss-covered stone that piled forward, creating a series of connected spaces he and the others used to hide inside. Now that the instructors had returned to the city, the rest of them would stay and play for a while.

      “He can’t have gotten that far. What did Jensen say?” Dary asked.

      “Jensen said he wouldn’t tell us anything,” Liana said.

      She was just outside of the entrance. Had Torian not moved forward, she would have seen him. Even where he was, it was possible that she’d see him. He wasn’t small by any means, and it was difficult for him to stay hidden from the others. Not like Jensen.

      But they already caught him.

      The raven cried out overhead. Torian did his best to ignore it, but the sound of the bird hunting put him on edge. A raven sighting meant there might be other creatures around here.

      “Think it might be traveling with a shadow wolf?” Liana asked.

      “What kind of talk is that?” Dary asked.

      He’d moved closer. They both sounded like they were just outside of the entrance to the small hiding space. Torian didn’t move, but that was mostly because he wanted to stay as hidden as possible to keep them from finding him, but partly because he didn’t want the raven to notice him, either.

      “Ravens are wolf birds. Everyone knows that.”

      “But no shadow wolves have been around here in… gods. I don’t know. A long time. It’s just a bird, Lia.”

      “It might be more than a bird,” she said.

      Footsteps started heading away from him, and Torian relaxed, but only a little.

      “Keep looking. He can’t be hiding that well in here.”

      “You don’t know that. He always seems to find the most shadowy places to slip into,” Liana said.

      If only I could perform shadow summon. Then I could really hide.

      “Maybe he is working with the raven then,” Dary said.

      Their voices grew ever more distant as they picked their way through the ruins, getting further from him. Torian still didn’t move. Knowing his sister, Liana had probably left a few tracing runic markers to follow him, which meant that he’d have to be careful. At least he had experience with the kind of things that she would leave behind. She might be more skilled than him, but she was younger, and her inexperience often made her careless.

      Torian slipped forward, carefully moving one foot after another, tracing his fingers along the stone. There were more shadows now than there had been. He didn’t think that was his imagination. He looked up, and the sky turned more overcast. It had been cloudy anyway, with the occasional rumbling thunder threatening storms later, but he figured they still had time before those storms hit. Now it was almost dark, unpleasantly so, and a bit of a cooler breeze gusted in.

      He paused. There was no sign of the raven. Either it had left, or something had chased it away.

      Unlike Dary, he believed there was a danger between the raven and the possibility of a shadow wolf. Not that Torian had ever seen a shadow wolf. No one had. At least, no one around their town had seen one in generations. They had been hunted to near extinction and for good reason. Shadow wolves were deadly and did not fear humans.

      That didn’t mean that a shadow wolf couldn’t have found its way here, though.

      You have to stop thinking like that.

      He knew better than to let his imagination get the best of him, but there were times when it did. Such as now, when he was trying to hide from his sister and Dary and—

      “There you are,” Eliza said, jabbing him in the side with her finger, drawing upon a heated lantern beam pattern.

      He spun around, holding his hands up and trying to summon just a hint of the buried power within himself, but could not. He could never reach that power as effectively as others could, as he struggled with the weight of it.

      “You don’t have to use that on me,” Torian snapped.

      “Oh, just relax. Besides, Dary wanted me to come in behind him. He figured you’d be hiding and that I would be the best equipped to figure out where you’d gone. And he was right.” She twisted her finger through one of the twin braids she had in her dark brown hair while jutting out her jaw at him.

      “What if I hold you down and keep you from reporting me?”

      Eliza glowered at him. “You wouldn’t. And you can’t.”

      “I might be able to. I’m quite a bit bigger than you.”

      He tried to slide past her, but she jabbed another fiery finger at him.

      “Size isn’t all that matters, Torian. We all agreed to the same rules. Now just go back with Jensen.”

      She was small—smaller than even Liana, and she was petite—but she did have more power than he did. And she knew it. Then again, most people in his school had more power than he did and knew it. If he had time, he could be skilled, as he had come to learn that taking his time, and using an exacting approach, permitted him to do things that others could not, but the problem with games like these was that he didn’t always have much time.

      “At least you aren’t going to find Desiree.”

      The other student was probably hiding from them. “Maybe I won’t, but Dary will.”

      She chuckled, jabbing at him one more time with a fiery finger that started to sputter out, but not before it burned him briefly once more.

      Torian swatted at her finger, knowing that would do no good, as she just laughed at him. She slipped away, the fire fading from her finger as she headed after Liana and Dary, leaving him to go back and find Jensen.

      Torian picked his way through the debris, pausing once again at a statue that had drawn his attention before the raven had caught his eye. He didn’t remember having seen this sculpture before. Then again, after the collapse of the section he and Jensen had been in, everything had felt… different.

      Even Willa must have felt it. She’d eyed Jensen for a while, and though he’d claimed he’d tried to use a stacked stone pattern to hold the section he and Torian had been hiding in, she hadn’t seemed to believe it—or care. When she and Gaspel had left, Torian had wanted to follow, but the other students—including his sister—had wanted to stay and play.

      The sculpture was a squat, rounded man with a protruding nose that seemed almost too large for the rest of his body. A few runic symbols etched on each arm suggested that the statue had been significant at one point. The purpose behind it had long ago been lost, and the fact that it was still here and not collected by the priests suggested that it was inconsequential and probably not at all as powerful as Torian might otherwise believe.

      He tapped on it, finding it a little hollow. That was odd. Most of these sculptures were solid.

      “Torian?”

      Jensen’s voice drifted along the stone in a whisper.

      Torian looked up before making his way toward Jensen, leaving the statue behind. If the priests didn’t find it valuable, then neither would he. Even if it was strange and hollow. The rock in this part of the temple ruins had piled up, a collection of gray and black stone that had once been a part of something much greater. Torian could imagine what it had once looked like, but partly that was because he had seen the drawings of the ancient temple before it had been destroyed during the war. He could easily imagine that this would have been part of the main worship hall, or maybe someplace even higher up in the temple, a place like the priest quarters.

      Or even the library.

      The temple library was rumored to have been a place of great knowledge. And its destruction had been what had limited his people and their understanding of how to use runes and elemental powers. But it had brought about the end of the war. If nothing else, the destruction of the temple had served a purpose.

      “Stay quiet,” he said as he neared Jensen. He couldn’t see the younger boy, but mostly because Jensen had the good sense to hide behind a crumbling pillar of stone. Torian moved carefully toward where he’d heard Jensen’s voice—and where he knew the other boy had probably never moved once the game had begun.

      The least he could have done was try.

      Jensen got scared. That was why no one wanted him on their team and part of the reason that Torian often got stuck with him. As the oldest of the students—by far—he often got stuck with the younger students, regardless of how much more powerful they might be compared to him.

      “That raven keeps coming overhead, Torian.” Jensen stepped around the pillar and into view. If he’d not already been caught, then he would have definitely been caught this time. At least Torian knew to stay low, even when he’d been caught. “I think it’s watching me. I don’t like it.”

      Torian looked up. There was no sign of the raven now, but he had a hard time thinking that the raven was watching them. Even if it was, it wouldn’t be watching Jensen. “There’s nothing here. The raven moved on.”

      “It’s right here!” He pointed up toward the top of the pillar.

      Torian wasn’t sure what to expect, but when he looked up, he saw the raven that had been circling now perched on the top of the tilted and crumbling pillar. Much like Jensen had claimed, it did look like the raven watched them. It perched ever so slightly forward, angled so that it could look down at the ground, and turned its head in a way that seemed almost knowing.

      “Why don’t we get outside of the temple grounds? They’ve already caught both of us, and we have to hope that Desiree stays ahead of them so we have a chance at winning, but we don’t need to be in here.”

      Jensen nodded. Eliza and Liana might be small for their age, but Jensen was just small. He was the youngest of them, barely eight years old, but he had the most potential of all of them. Their teachers had often made that comment, which was part of the reason that Jensen had been brought into more advanced classes as quickly as he had been. He had a mind for it, as well, at least when he wasn’t panicking about ravens.

      Thunder rumbled.

      If it were to rain, it would be better to be inside the temple grounds than out in the open. From Jensen’s expression, he could tell the boy didn’t want to stay here. And with the raven looking down, Torian couldn’t blame him, either. He didn’t necessarily want to stay here, either.

      He motioned for Jensen to follow, and they picked their way over piles of rubble, making their way through some of the cleared section and then outward. At one point, he could have sworn that he heard the cawing of the raven, but when he looked back, there was no sign of the large black bird. Wind had begun to pick up, stirring some of the dust that seemed a constant companion inside the temple remains, forcing Torian to cover his mouth. Jensen didn’t bother and instead slipped his hand into Torian’s hand.

      “You don’t have to worry,” he said, squeezing Jensen’s hand.

      “My father always told me to keep an eye on ravens. He said that when there was one, there were often more.”

      “I’ve never seen a flock of ravens,” Torian said.

      “They aren’t called a flock. It’s a conspiracy.”

      Torian started to smile. “I kind of like that name.”

      “Not if the ravens come in a group.”

      Torian looked back. He didn’t see the pillar that the raven had perched on. And he wasn’t even sure if there was anything to be concerned about anyway. “We can finish the game quickly, and then we can get back to town. How does that sound?”

      “Good. I’m ready to get back. I…”

      He jerked his head up, and Torian followed the direction of his gaze.

      Another shadowy form circled. This raven seemed smaller than the last. Definitely different. Maybe there was a conspiracy of ravens here.

      “Do you think you can set off the signal?”

      Jensen looked up at him before nodding carefully. “I think so.”

      Torian certainly couldn’t. Even if he had time, he wasn’t sure that he could create the signal as well as Jensen could. And not brightly enough that others could see it. Well, not brightly enough under normal circumstances, but it was possible that he might be able to with as dark as it had started to get.

      They reached the edge of the temple. The stone block here created an irregular border, but if Torian squinted, he could almost make out the outline of the rectangular shape of the temple that had once risen above the trees. Now the forest attempted to grow closer, pressing toward the temple ruins where it never had before.

      Jasper pressed his fingers together, creating what looked to be a second-tier pattern, but not one that Torian could use. He shifted it, progressing beyond second tier.

      He’s already using third-tier patterns?

      As Jensen held his hands upward, his fingertips began to glow, and he released the pressure off his fingertips one at a time, sending a burst of a glowing beam upward toward the sky. It intensified with each additional finger that he separated until it was glowing brightly. It lasted for only a few moments before it burned out, but it was still powerful enough that Torian believed the others would be able to see it.

      “I thought I could hold it longer,” he said.

      “I thought you did good,” Torian said.

      “I’ve held it longer before. It’s a bit tricky, as it is the beginning of a third-tier pattern… Oh. I’m sorry, Torian.”

      Torian snorted. “Don’t worry. I know that I can’t make anything even close to that.”

      He was lucky to create second-tier patterns, though he could only do that intermittently. Even first-tier patterns were difficult for him to have any consistency with. Most of the time, Torian was left to rely upon his primary patterns.

      Thunder rumbled again. The wind whistled around them. Torian looked up, sweeping his gaze off into the distance, as he could feel the storm sweeping in faster than he would have expected. A raven cawed somewhere nearby, though he could not see it.

      What followed, though, set Torian’s heart hammering.

      There was a low, mournful howl.
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      A CONSTRICTION OF POWER

      The walk back to the town went far too slowly. The wind continued to gust around them, and Torian drew his arms around his shoulders to try to keep warm. Jensen had been quiet ever since the others joined them. Unsurprisingly, Eliza had snuck up on Desiree, startling her with a burst of wind and causing her to cry out. Not in pain, but in frustration. Desiree was incredibly competitive and did not like losing. Especially not to her younger sister, Eliza.

      Torian kept looking behind him, thinking that he might see or hear the sound of the wolf, but there’d been no sign of it. At this point, he’d started to think that maybe there hadn’t been a wolf at all, only his imagination that stemmed from the wind howling around them.

      “We beat you again,” Liana said, sidling up to him and grinning. The wind caught the loose strands of her black hair, sending it twisting around her, though it didn’t seem as if Liana minded. “How many times is that?”

      “Well, considering I always end up with Jensen, I don’t know that it counts.”

      “Just because he’s younger doesn’t mean that he’s a liability. If anything, I would say that maybe you’re the liability.”

      Torian looked over to his younger sister. “I’m not a liability.”

      “If you were quicker, you would have been able to deflect it.”

      “I’m fast enough for what I need to do.”

      Liana looked over at him, then quickly brought her fingers together and spread them apart just as quickly. As she did, a burst of pale white erupted between her fingers and spread outward and toward him.

      Torian tried to react, but he wasn’t fast enough. Which she had known.

      Her power slammed into him the same way that it had before. This was not a new thing for Liana to do to him. He tried to fight it but could not reach for his own power fast enough—nor with enough strength.

      “A… constriction?” he managed to get out.

      Liana just laughed at him even more. “And you said you were fast enough.”

      A constriction was just a different use of patterns and one that was not officially sanctioned by the school. It was something the students did to each other, a mixture of the lantern beam pattern mixed with a bit of wind, and usually amounted to only an unpleasant sensation. Liana took it a step further—as she often did.

      She jogged forward to catch up to Dary, who was talking to Eliza, though not loud enough that he could hear them. Torian had to pause a moment to catch his breath, the constriction that she’d used so potent that he couldn’t even take a deep breath.

      Jensen glanced back at him but didn’t say anything, and he kept moving up and along with the others. Torian didn’t want him to slow down anyway, as he didn’t need the younger boy watching him or making some comment about how he could help him. As hard as it was to admit, Jensen likely would have been able to defend himself against a constriction like the one that Liana had used on him anyway. He was powerful enough to do so, and more than that, he was fast enough.

      He still struggled to catch his breath.

      Finally, he had to take a seat in the middle of the path working its way through the forest heading back toward town. Eliza and Dary glanced in his direction at one point, but neither slowed. Even Liana looked toward him, but she never stopped. The only ones who did, even for a moment, were Desiree and Jensen, but they did so only briefly before hurrying onward.

      Great. It was just one more thing that set him apart.

      And from his sister, no less.

      As much as it irritated him, he wouldn’t change anything for Liana. As long as she wasn’t treated any differently, he didn’t care. He wanted her to fit in, regardless of whether he did.

      It took him a few moments to get his breath. A constriction essentially burned the air out of a person’s lungs, though its use was not considered an appropriate use of power for the most part. Still, Torian didn’t mind Liana using it if it meant that she could protect herself.

      When he finally managed to get his breath back, he got to his feet and realized the others had gone on without him. They were far enough ahead that he wouldn’t catch up to them before they reached town.

      The sky was dark and ominous, which meant that he would either get drenched, or he would need to find a place to sit this out. When thunder rumbled, this time close enough that he could feel it working through him, he knew that he wasn’t going to be able to make it back to town easily, or perhaps not even safely.

      The forest might offer a little bit of protection from the storm. The trees here were tall pine, with a few oaks scattered, but there wouldn’t be any place where he could stay safe as the rain started to sheet down around him.

      He began to run.

      He raced toward the trees, thinking that, if nothing else, the canopy might provide a bit of cover. Unfortunately, it was late in the season, and leaves on the oak trees had started to turn, so the rain seemed to punch straight through the leaves. The pine needles didn’t offer much protection from the rain. At one point, he could have sworn that he heard the sound of voices up ahead, and he hurried forward to check on his sister and the others but didn’t see them. The cawing of the raven came again, this time behind him, and he spun to make sure that the raven wasn’t following him.

      So what if it is?

      The raven would want to get out of the rain, as well. Maybe the raven thought he had some safe place. Other than the temple, there wasn’t any place between here and town.

      There might be one place I could get to.

      It wasn’t much, but at this point, he didn’t really need much. He just wanted shelter. Someplace that would provide him with protection from the storm. There were plenty of old buildings scattered through the trees, most of them destroyed during the war, but there was an old hut that had survived. It was like the temple, old and had once been covered with runic markers, but was in much better shape than the temple as it had not been directly targeted during the war.

      He found the small clearing, with the old stone hut at the center of it. The building was a simple design and little more than a rectangular box of stone with weeds growing all around it. Torian had visited a few times before and knew that the faded runic markers would offer a measure of protection, but it wasn’t the ancient magical symbols he wanted now. All he cared about was the physical shelter from the rain, and the hut remained intact enough for that.

      As he darted toward it, he realized he wasn’t the only one going for shelter.

      A darkened shape slipped out of the trees on the far side of the clearing, making its way toward the hut before racing back into the trees and disappearing from his view.

      Not his sister and the others, though he wasn’t sure who—or what—decided to come for help. Maybe a fox or squirrel, though they probably had better dens to hide in than he had.

      Another peal of thunder came behind him.

      He hesitated. He had seen the raven and heard the sound of the wolves, which should’ve been reason for him to take a moment before rushing forward. When another peal of thunder followed, he knew he was being foolish. There wasn’t anything like that out here.

      He staggered forward, reached the hut, where he paused a moment and traced a series of runic patterns along the stone. There were plenty of stories that said that others had done the same on the walls over the years, which was why the hut still stood. However, Torian figured that it couldn’t hurt for him to add his own layers of whatever power that he might be able to add that would help provide another protection.

      Nothing I can add will make a difference in the storm.

      A flash of lightning forced him to take a step back. The rain sheeting around him was painful, and he wanted out of the storm.

      If only Liana hadn’t attacked.

      He would have been able to keep up with the others, though he wasn’t sure it would’ve made a difference. Maybe they hadn’t even made it back to town yet.

      Don’t think like that.

      He didn’t want them to get caught in the storm. He just wanted his sister to not try and embarrass him. All because she thought she needed to impress Dary. If there were any of the students she should want to impress, it would be Jensen. At least Jensen would one day do something significant. He was certain of that. Torian might not know what that was, but given Jensen’s natural skill and ability, along with his quick mind, he believed he would be able to progress to something once he moved to the university.

      Another peal of thunder came rumbling, followed by an intensification of the rain. And Torian had thought that it was already raining plenty hard. He pressed his back up against the wall, ducking underneath the slight overhang, while working his way toward the main entrance into the small hut. He passed by one of the windows, ducking his head inside briefly, but didn’t see anything inside the hut. He couldn’t fit in the window. Maybe when he was younger, he might have been able to, but now his shoulders were too broad. The window’s glass had long ago shattered and crumbled to time.

      The door was slightly ajar, though there was a door. It was made of a strange, blackened wood that was far heavier than it had any reason to be. The hinges attached it to the stone and were rusted but remained intact. There was no handle, as most believed that it had rusted and fallen away years ago. Runic markings on the door suggested that it had been designed for a place of power and a place of protection, but even the priests weren’t entirely sure what those markings said as they were written in a long-lost language.

      Torian hesitated. He could swear that he heard something.

      Thunder rumbled. The intensity of it forced him back a step, and he ducked into the hut. Relief from getting out of the rain swept over him. He still hadn’t fully recovered from the constriction that his sister had used on him. It was unusual for it to take this long. Unless she had used more force than she normally did. Considering how she had been trying to impress Dary, he supposed that he shouldn’t be surprised that was the case.

      A faint sound came behind him.

      Torian tensed, then slowly began to turn, pressing his fingertips together, readying a primary lantern beam pattern as it was his most reliable use of power. If nothing else, he wanted to light up the interior of the hut. He bent his index finger along with the middle finger, arching them ever so slightly until he could feel the subtle arcing of power that formed through his fingertips. He could add more strength if he could move the weight inside of him, allowing him to access higher-tiered patterns, but he didn’t need to right now. The primary pattern would be enough inside the small hut.

      The power began to glow, and then he separated his fingers, sending that arc of light outward and toward the hut’s ceiling. It wasn’t powerful enough to damage the stone, even if the stone wasn’t reinforced with runic symbols. It was only powerful enough to illuminate everything around him and bathe it in a pale white glow.

      Then his breath caught.

      He wasn’t alone in the hut.

      A pair of golden eyes glowed, reflecting the pale white light and seeming to intensify it more than it should’ve been.

      A shadowy form of a wolf loomed across from him.
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      LEAK IN THE STORM

      Torian didn’t move.

      He didn’t dare move.

      The wolf watched him but didn’t seem at all concerned by his sudden appearance, not that it should be concerned by him. Torian was no threat to a wolf, though he was determined to create another pattern so that he could defend himself if the wolf lunged at him.

      A flash might blind it.

      That could buy him time, even if there might not be anything that he could do with that time. Run out into the rain? And then what?

      Head toward town.

      The wolf wouldn’t want to be out in the rain, either.

      It occurred to him that the wolf hadn’t come toward him. It just… watched.

      There was something strange about the way the wolf watched him. Almost as if there was a knowing look in its eyes. The light had faded to little more than a pale glow that was not enough for him to see clearly, so he pressed his index fingers and his middle fingers together and attempted to draw upon more power.

      He needed more light, though. That involved finding a way to push on that weight and using a first-tier pattern. When he had first went to the school to learn about the patterns and power, he had learned quickly that he had some potential, but he couldn’t reach it. Torian had never gotten any consistent reason to why, and though he had tried to learn what he needed to do so that he could move the power inside of him aside and access it, he could not do so very well or frequently.

      He needed to now.

      As he pushed, he felt the power split inside of him, something that seemed as if it were following a pathway inside his body, where it formed a branch point, going up through his arms, into his fingertips, where it began to glow. He held onto that power before releasing the tips of his fingers slightly and letting more of that power outward so that he could feel it straining away from him.

      The light began to glow. It filled the room.

      And the wolf still hadn’t moved.

      It was dark, a gray that seemed almost black, and enormous.

      The wolf was larger than any wolf that he’d ever seen. Given that he had seen a raven near the temple, he wondered if this was a shadow wolf. They were said to be larger than usual wolves, but there wasn’t much else known about them.

      They are hunters.

      But then, what wolves weren’t hunters?

      Torian tried to think of everything that he did know about shadow wolves, but panic about having the wolf right here in front of him made it difficult to think of anything.

      “I’m just looking for respite from the rain,” he said.

      The wolf didn’t move.

      “If you don’t want me here, I can leave. Just… don’t attack.”

      Torian didn’t know if the wolf even understood him, as he didn’t think so, but if there was even the slightest possibility that it did, he figured that he should say as much as possible.

      The wolf surprised him by settling down to the ground but keeping its focus on Torian. The fading glow from his light left only the reflected light from the wolf’s eyes visible to him.

      Torian let himself breathe out a sigh of relief.

      “Were you by the temple earlier? There was a raven. People like to say ravens and shadow wolves are friends, though I’ve never seen a shadow wolf, so I can’t say if that’s true or not. I’m just… babbling,” he said, dropping his voice to a whisper as he shook his head. If his sister or any of the others were to see him now, he could easily imagine them taunting him about this. Not that they needed anything more to tease him about.

      Another peal of thunder came, and he jerked his head around to look out into the storm. He hadn’t closed the door all the way, so the sounds of the storm were still quite loud. If he were to close the door entirely, he would trap himself inside the hut with the shadow wolf, which he had no interest in doing while all by himself. At least with the door open, he had the possibility of making a run for it if needed.

      The wolf lowered its head to its paws, still watching him.

      “Just lightning,” he said. “I don’t mind storms, but this one came on pretty suddenly. Then again, you probably know that.” He pressed his fingertips together and focused on that core of energy buried deep inside him while pushing upward to find a way to let that energy split as it arced up through him and then out.

      It was heavy and tiring work to reach for that power. Torian didn’t have that much strength to begin with, so it didn’t take much for whatever strength he had to diminish. It took quite a bit of energy for him to even reach that core of elemental power, where it remained buried inside of him, up into a useful fashion. The light began to glow, building steadily until he could see the wolf more easily. Only then did he realize something else about the wolf that he hadn’t noticed before.

      The wolf wasn’t moving much—probably because the wolf couldn’t move much.

      The flashes of lightning revealed a long, dark stripe down the wolf’s head, but that wasn’t what caught Torian’s attention. Rather, it was an injury to the creature’s side.

      “You’re hurt, aren’t you?”

      The wolf didn’t look away from him. It didn’t make any movement toward him, either.

      Torian glanced over his shoulder briefly before turning his attention back to the wolf. If this was what he thought it was, then he should get out of here. He didn’t want anything to do with a shadow wolf, injured or not.

      As he looked at the wolf, he felt a pang of sympathy, though. “I don’t have much, but try this.” He reached into his pouch and tossed a hunk of bread along with the strips of dried meat that he had, leaving them next to the wolf. “I’d get you water, but it’s raining, and I think you can probably find a puddle.”

      What was he doing talking to a wolf?

      Despite the strangeness, it did seem to him that the wolf seemed to know what he was saying. That didn’t make any sense, but then again, nothing about what had happened since he ended up in this place made that much sense.

      He stood for a moment, and the wolf sniffed at the bread, then the meat, snapping them both up in a quick movement. Far too quick to be all that seriously injured.

      Torian walked back toward the door. Even injured, the wolf was a danger to him.

      Maybe more because it’s injured.

      He had a few options. Stay and wait for the wolf to decide that it wanted to attack in full, or he could head out into the storm and risk the weather. The worst of it had to be gone, didn’t it?

      Then another peal of thunder came. It seemed as if it shook the ground.

      Another flash of lightning followed. The wolf perked its ears, and its hackles raised. It began to whine softly. Now that Torian looked at it, it wasn’t nearly as large as he had thought at first. Maybe it was just the idea that he had encountered a wolf inside the hut. Or maybe it was seeing the raven. Whatever it was, he might be able to wait out the storm here.

      The wolf got to its feet.

      It bared its fangs.

      That decided it for Torian. He wasn’t going to stick around and see what else it might do.

      He ran.

      When he reached the trees, Torian paused to look back, checking to see if the wolf followed, but it still stood inside the hut, sniffing at the air but not really watching him so much as it seemed to be looking past him and into the forest.

      The rain had stopped sheeting down, and though it came with less intensity, it still stung Torian’s exposed arms and kept him shielding his face. Torian gradually backed away from the hut, keeping it in sight until he felt comfortable turning and jogging.

      When he reached town, he was going to have a few words with his sister. She had abandoned him out in the storm like this and didn’t even seem concerned that he had gotten separated. All because she wanted to demonstrate her control over the constriction.

      Torian squashed those thoughts. His sister was not to blame. It was his fault.

      At one point, a strange howl split through the forest’s silence, echoing through the trees. Torian shivered. Everything on him was drenched, all the way to his underclothes, even his boots fully were saturated, but none of that made him nearly as uncomfortable as the sound that he had just heard.

      He gradually moved his way back toward the main road running through the forest. With as fast as it had rained, he had to pick his way around soggy puddles, though they weren’t always obvious. Some areas of the forest had too many leaves, making it difficult to know when he was going to sink all the way up to his knee, as he did one time, or when he would simply step into a slight depression.

      He reached the first of the farms on the outskirts. Most of the farms near the town grew vegetables, and this one was no different, with neat and tidy rows of beans, carrots, and radishes surrounded by a fence designed to keep some of the forest creatures out. Torian paused at the wall, glancing down at the runic markers that added to the wall, which prevented many of the critters from getting past, wishing he had even that much ability. If so, he would always be useful.

      Lorent Polsot had a ladder leaned against his small cottage and climbed up it to look at his roof. As Torian approached, Lorent frowned before looking behind him.

      “What are you doing out in the storm?”

      “I got unlucky,” Torian said.

      “Let me guess. You are with the others that came through right as the storm hit?”

      At least that answered his question about whether they had reached town before the worst of the storm had come. “They get back safely?”

      “I think so. Can’t say with any certainty. They ran past as the rain was getting heavy. You wouldn’t believe the wind. Wait. You might believe the wind.” Lorent started to laugh. “I wouldn’t want to be caught out in weather like that.”

      “I went to the old Starug hut. Tried to get some protection there.”

      Lorent nodded slowly. “Not a bad plan. Why didn’t you just stay?”

      “I wasn’t the only one who decided to get out of the storm.”

      “Really?”

      “You’ve been around town for a few years,” Torian began.

      Lorent climbed down the ladder and backed away from his home, looking up at the roof. He nodded to himself before finally turning his attention to Torian. “Is that some way of telling me that I’m old?”

      “Not at all,” Torian said hurriedly, waving his hands defensively. Lorent was old, but Torian wasn’t going to say that about the man. He had to be in his late fifties, and his graying hair had finally started the thin, but he still managed to work his farm and had always seemed vigorous to Torian. “When was the last time that you saw a shadow wolf around here?”

      Lorent pressed his lips together in a tight frown, his gaze flicking past Torian and out into the forest. “There hasn’t been a shadow wolf sighting around here… oh, in probably twenty years or more. Even then, I don’t know if any believed it when Riley claimed he was followed by one. He’d been out hunting mushrooms by the temple when he saw it, or so he claimed. And you know what those mushrooms do to a man.”

      Torian chuckled. They were said to have medicinal properties, but that wasn’t the reason some people hunted them. “Riley Mildaln?” When Lorent nodded, Torian realized that wasn’t going to be of much help. Riley was the town quack—and would be the first person that Torian would accuse of making up a story for attention. “Do you think he might have seen one?”

      “Ah, well, who’s to say? They’re said to be dangerous creatures, which was why they were hunted out of these lands. Can’t have livestock with shadow wolves around, you know. They’d be into my chicken coops before I could chase them away.”

      Torian chuckled at the idea of Lorent chasing anything, let alone a shadow wolf.

      “Anyway, chances are that was no shadow wolf. Weven wolves look plenty similar and are a bit more docile. Easier to chase away, too.” With that, Lorent snapped his fingers, creating a flash of light. It was more controlled than what Torian could make, and the brief burst lasted longer than anything he’d done. All with a single snap of his fingers.

      Torian had never known how gifted Lorent was, but then on the outermost farm, he faced dangers that other farmers didn’t. The weven wolves were only one danger. Plenty of foxes and jurkin prowled up to the edge of the village hoping for scraps. They never attacked people—well, they rarely attacked people—but they didn’t have any qualms about going after livestock, especially things like Lorent’s chickens.

      Seeing how quickly Lorent had created the flash of light, Torian realized that Lorent was plenty gifted. He wondered if he might be able to learn a thing or two from him.

      “Maybe you’re right. I haven’t seen a weven wolf, either.”

      “They aren’t anything to fear. Most consider them good luck, at least when traveling. Then again, as a farmer, I don’t consider any wolf good luck.” Lorent turned back to his ladder. “If you don’t mind, I need to finish checking my roof. The winds were rough, and I had too much rain dripping in during the heaviest part of it.”

      Considering how hard it had rained, that wasn’t terribly surprising. Torian suspected that most people in town would have had some leaking. “You need any help?”

      “I don’t know that I would be able to tell if it was the roof leaking or you.”

      “I was just offering—”

      “Oh, relax. I didn’t mean to get your goat. You should get back home. Get into some dry clothes. Sit by the fire. After you warm up, and if you’re still feeling charitable, you can scurry back out here and see if I have any work that needs to be done.”

      Torian nodded. He didn’t really want to come back to help Lorent, but he knew how his parents would feel if he told them that he had offered and not followed through. He said his goodbyes and then trudged back toward town, the wind pushing him all the way.

      As he neared the edge of town, he could have sworn that he heard another soft howl in the distance, and he quickened his pace just in case.
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      COMES IN THREES

      “It took you long enough,” Liana said as Torian pulled open the door to their cottage and stepped inside. He was still dripping. It had continued to drizzle for most of his walk into town, and that had prevented him from drying off.

      “Thanks for waiting for me.”

      “We were supposed to wait?” Liana lounged next to the fire, her feet propped on the small carved stump of wood that formed something of a table. She leaned back in a chair their father had carved himself. She had a steaming mug in hand and was staring at the fire. Every so often, she would flick her fingers, and a bit of pale white would glow along her fingertips.

      “After what you did to me?”

      “What did you do to him?”

      Torian spun. He hadn’t seen his mother standing in the kitchen. Her hair was tied back, her face lined with what looked like irritation. It was an expression that he recognized all too well. And understood the reason why.

      “It was nothing. Just a game,” Liana said, eyeing Torian as if to warn him not to say anything.

      And he wouldn’t. She knew that about him.

      “I just need to change,” he said.

      “Yes. Why don’t you?” Torian’s mother turned away from him, and he heard the sound of her kneading dough on the counter. “Don’t just stand there and drip, Torian.”

      He shot a look at his sister, who completely ignored him.

      As he trudged back to his room, still dripping, he quickly peeled his shirt and pants off, and dropped them in a pile in the corner. He’d have to wring them out. Even then, they might still be drenched. If he were as skilled as his sister or as skilled as Jensen, he could have simply dried himself off while walking back. It was a measure of how little control over his own power he had that he had not even considered it.

      He used a dry shirt to towel himself off and then discarded it on top of the others before getting dressed. He ran his hand through his hair, splattering more rainwater around his room, and then made his way back out and rejoined his mother in the kitchen.

      “Your sister said that you got delayed?”

      “That’s what she told you?” Torian resisted the urge to glower at his sister. Liana only shrugged.

      “That’s what she told me, unless you have another reason?”

      He decided not to push the issue, as it wouldn’t matter. His parents usually believed his sister over him.

      She turned her attention back to kneading the dough, leaving him looking at her back. “Did you find anything interesting at the old temple?”

      Torian shared a look with his sister, who only shrugged. His mother always asked about their lessons, though she didn’t have any real sahir potential of her own that he knew about. He was tempted to tell her about the wolf but decided against it. “Nothing more than the ruins. Willa likes to bring us out there to show us what our people once celebrated.”

      “There’s much we can learn from the past. I haven’t been out there in a while.” Her voice grew distant, as it often did when she mentioned the temple. She’d once loved to visit, but after Leven had passed, she hadn’t spent much time there.

      “I’d go with you if you want,” Torian offered.

      She flashed an amused smile at him before working at the dough. When the smile faded, her face seemed almost troubled. “I might take you up on that.” She sighed. “Why don’t you see if your father needs help with anything?”

      Hadn’t he just gotten back?

      He shifted his shirt since it stuck to him—he hadn’t dried off nearly as well as he had needed to when he’d grabbed another shirt to wipe off with—and headed past his sister. The fire would be nice. As would a hot cup of cider, which was what he suspected Liana had. Instead, he would go back out into the drizzle and likely end up just as wet as he’d been before. At least his shoes were dry, even if he had to wear an old pair, and they were a bit snug.

      Torian hadn’t needed to ask his mother where to find his father. He had a small workshop just off the main entrance to the house where he made his turnings. The sound of his father humming softly emanated from the cracked door, along with the familiar scent of sawdust and wood shavings.

      Having seen Lorent checking on his roof, Torian hesitated a moment before heading in to see his father, looking up at the roof. There hadn’t seemed to be any leaks when he’d been in the cottage, but he hadn’t checked the entire place over. Rather than heading in to help his father right away, he took a moment to circle around the outside of the cottage. Torian didn’t see any signs of damage, but he took the time, anyway, until he circled back around to his father’s workshop and paused in the doorway.

      He found his father bent over his workbench, a hunk of wood set into his lathe as he kept it spinning, gliding his chisel along the surface as a curling of wood peeled away. Torian watched for a little while, marveling at his father’s exacting method. He never had his father’s patience. If he did, he might have been better equipped to handle some of the difficulty that he had in using his connection to power.

      After a little while, his father seemed to recognize that he was there and paused, the lovely lathe spinning down until his father rested the chisel down and looked over at him. “Yes?”

      “Mother thought that you could use some help.”

      His father turned his attention back to his work, getting the hunk of wood spinning again. “Is that right? I thought… I suppose it doesn’t matter.”

      Torian breathed out a heavy sigh and turned away from his father, taking one of his father’s bowls from a nearby shelf and tracing his finger along the surface. His father was one of the finest craftsmen in town, and his work was highly prized. It was how he afforded to send both Liana and Torian to school.

      “I was caught out in the storm,” Torian said.

      “A nasty one,” his father said. “What were you doing to get caught in it?”

      Torian debated how much to tell his father. He didn’t understand what they learned at school and never really cared for it. “We were studying some of the old markings.”

      His father glanced over. “What is there to study in a place like that? I thought you all mostly stayed in that school.”

      Torian knew how his father felt about their studies at the school. His irritation had only increased with Leven’s death. Were it not for their mother, Torian wasn’t sure either he or Liana would be permitted to spend any time there.

      “Quite a bit, actually. The instructors tell us we can learn about the different protections of the temple by studying them. It’s a way of learning how the old sahir once served the Saith.”

      “And failed to keep Navarin safe. All because Rusav wanted to cleanse these lands. The sahir then couldn’t save us. Only the Saith.”

      Torian wanted to argue with his father, but he knew how he felt about their training. They were permitted to attend school because they had potential, and it increased his standing to have children training as sahir, but he didn’t necessarily care for it. The sahir were the only thing that kept Rusav from sweeping through Navarin and attacking again. “We don’t really know what happened then.”

      The temple had been destroyed long enough ago that few records of that time remained. There were records of what the temple had looked like before its destruction, and they had taken plenty of time to document how it now looked, but details of the war itself were sparse. Mostly because people of his town had evacuated to avoid most of the fighting.

      “And why did Liana come back before you?”

      Torian wasn’t about to get his sister into trouble, not that it made much difference, anyway. His parents favored Liana in ways they never had Torian, especially after what happened to Leven. “It doesn’t really matter.”

      His father turned to him. “Does that mean you are having troubles with your sister?” he asked, with more insight than he usually possessed. “She is the younger sibling, and most of the time, younger siblings are a bit jealous of their older brothers or sisters. I wasn’t so different with my brother.”

      “I didn’t realize that you and Uncle Owald had any trouble.”

      “I wouldn’t say that it’s trouble. He and I get along fairly well, but we didn’t always. When we were younger, there were times when I was jealous of him. He always tended to get what he wanted.” He started to laugh, pausing with his hand over the carving that he made. Torian didn’t know what this one was for, only that it was long, slender, and irregularly shaped. “I suppose he would make the same claim about me, though. And he might even be right. Not that I would tell him that.” He chuckled and turned back to his work. “I figure that when you’re older, you will be more concerned about her. That is the way of such things. Then again, she has a bit more talent than you, so maybe she’ll be the one looking out for you and your best interest.”

      “Thanks for that,” Torian said, feeling as if this conversation were unnecessary. Torian always tried to look out for his sister’s best interest. He knew he did not have her potential and figured that of them, she’d progress to train at the university.

      “There is no use in denying the truth. How does that help you?”

      “I suppose it doesn’t.”

      His father grunted. “It does not. All you do by ignoring the truth is find ways to ignore your own. Trust me when I tell you that you need to find your own path, Torian. All men do. And you are very nearly a man now.” He set the chisel down. “Which is why I think your mother sent you here.”

      “To talk to me about becoming a man?”

      His father motioned to a pair of stools off near one wall, and Torian joined him, taking a seat. The light inside the workshop was faint, and his father hesitated a moment near his lantern, spinning the dial to increase the burn of the oil before taking a seat across from him. He swept his gaze around the inside of the workshop before looking back at him. “It’s good that you came out here. I’ve been trying to get you to come out here more often lately.”

      “I don’t have your hand.”

      “I know that. And when I was younger, I didn’t have the same steadiness, either. It took me a long time to develop it. Much like it will take you to develop your own steadiness. When you do, you will find the work to be more rewarding than you can imagine.”

      Torian didn’t want to tell his father that he didn’t have any interest in working in the shop, as he suspected that would only irritate him.

      “It pays well. As you know. And there is a level of respectability to others in the town. That can be important, you know.”

      “What are you saying?”

      His father turned. “I thought your mother wanted us to talk about this later, but I wonder if perhaps this was her plan all along. Maybe she knew that you needed to have this conversation now. You are going to be sixteen soon enough.”

      “I have a little time,” Torian said. At least half a year, he thought but didn’t say. “Why?”

      “Well, you’ve been studying for a long time now, and while your teachers all speak highly of you and your diligence and dedication to the studies, they have made it clear that you are nearing the end of what they feel they can teach. Can’t say that I have much experience with such things, as that was never my talent, but I do understand reaching a point of diminishing returns.” He grabbed something off the shelf and held it out. “I used to fasion myself as a bit of a woodcarver, thinking I could create small figurines and sell them. This was just one of my attempts, though. Unfortunately, it is one of my better attempts.”

      Torian had seen one of the sculptures in his father’s shop before. The wood had some irregularities to the surface of it, and the carving itself seemed a bit amateurish, nothing at all like the skillful turnings that his father usually made.

      “I’d heard that carvings like this could be useful to those with particular talents. I thought that I might be able to sell them. It turns out they are a fair bit more difficult than I realized.” He snorted, taking the small figurine back and setting it on the shelf. “I keep it here as a reminder of what I can do, but also as a reminder of what I can’t do. I’m one of the best woodturners in this region. I’m not a terrible carpenter, but that’s not really where I make my money. It’s my turnings. Once I realized that, I began to focus my time and effort on where I could have the most success.”

      “I’m not really sure what you are trying to say,” Torian said.

      “I’m trying to tell you that I think it’s time for you to focus on where you can have the most success.”

      “You want me to come and work with you in the shop?”

      That would mean leaving school.

      It would mean leaving his studies.

      But then, when his father had started talking, it had been clear that was what his father intended for him. And his mother. He had become a burden. He had reached his potential, such as it was and was unlikely to progress any further. That was what his father implied.

      “Not in the shop. Well, maybe. I’m not sure. I doubt this is where you will find your talent,” he said dismissively. “Can’t say I know where you’ll be useful, to be honest. You haven’t spent that much time here in the past, and the time that you have spent with me has not been the most productive. Perhaps if you buckled down, as my father used to say, and dedicate yourself to your studies here the way that you dedicated yourself to your studies in school, you might prove yourself useful.”

      Useful.

      That was all his father wanted from him. And he felt Torian was not useful.

      Have I been? Ever since Leven passed, even the Saith doesn’t have any use for me.

      “So you don’t want me to continue with school.”

      “Have you been making any progress?”

      Torian considered his answer before speaking. His father didn’t understand anything about the school, and from the look he gave Torian, he suspected he didn’t care to hear anything more.

      “I can perform the primary patterns and usually make most of the first-tier patterns.” Of course, he had not achieved enough fluency with them to have tested beyond the first-tier patterns, even though he had begun to study some of the second-tier patterns. “I’m not as fast as some, but I haven’t stalled altogether.”

      “Your mother has been speaking to the headmaster. She is really the one to talk to about all of this and not me, but from what I understand, your progress has been slow. Perhaps slow enough that you will be unlikely to make meaningful progress in a timely fashion. Once she told me, I went and had words with her. From what I understand, you’re keeping your instructors occupied teaching you when they think they could be better served working with students who have a bit more potential. I can’t disagree with that assessment.”

      His father’s words sunk in. And they were surprisingly hard to hear. He had always known that he did not have the same potential as so many others at the school, but his father made him sound like he was a failure and that he was never going to amount to much. It was one thing to know his own challenges and to question what he might be capable of doing, but it was another thing altogether to have others question him, as well.

      “Don’t be looking so glum. We have already paid for the term, so you have a little time remaining, but we wanted you to begin thinking about what you will do with your time once your session ends. I’d welcome you here in the shop, but if you aren’t useful, then I can use some of my contacts to try to find you an alternative placement.”

      Torian nodded numbly. His mind wasn’t working the way that it needed to. He couldn’t help but feel as if he were told that he simply was not good enough.

      His father reached over, taking his hand and squeezing it. “Sometimes the hard path is the one that forces you to grow the most.” He leaned back, releasing Torian’s hand. “I don’t know if that’s true or not, but it’s something that my father said to me.” He turned and nodded to the figurine resting on a shelf. “You will find your way. It just may not be the one you thought.” He got to his feet. “Now. Since you are here, and I still have some work to do, I wouldn’t mind your help. You can sweep the shop and restock my lumbar supplies. If you head down to the mill, I’m sure they can provide you with a fresh wagon full of sawn oak which I need. I’ve already paid for it, so you just have to wheel it back.”

      His father got up, headed back to his lathe, and set the work.

      Torian was slower to get up.

      What a terrible day. First, his sister used her constriction on him, then he got trapped in the storm with the shadow wolf—or weven wolf, as he wasn’t sure which it was—and now this?

      What else could go wrong?
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      OAK AND HOLLY

      “Everybody says things come in threes,” Jakob said, striding alongside him. “When you see a pair of pretty girls, you always have to look for the third one.”

      Jakob was about Torian’s age, with wild dark hair and eyes that always darted everywhere, as if looking for someone new and exciting to talk to. He had no magical talent whatsoever. He had never been enrolled in school, as he had never demonstrated any real talent, though he could perform some of the basic primary patterns like so many in town, but wouldn’t be able to reach any first-tier patterns. Not that it mattered for Jakob. His parents didn’t have any money to afford it anyway. For students with enough potential, finances were never really an issue, though the school was known to take every last penny that families had. Still, for the right students, that investment would be returned a thousandfold once finished with school. He followed as Torian pulled on the wagon, dragging it through the street with another bundle of fresh sawn oak.

      “So that should be it,” Torian said.

      “If you believe in such things. I’m not saying that I do. Some people are just lucky, and some are just unlucky.” He stepped back, crossing his arms over his chest as he appraised Torian, who continued walking and pulled the wagon behind him. “You’re not even going to give me a chance to decide what you are?”

      “You think I don’t know which I am?”

      “Well, you’ve got parents who care about you, right?” Jakob scrubbed a hand through his black hair, looking up at Torian. “They paid for you to go to school for all this time, even though you haven’t progressed much. And your father even offered to take you in and train you. You know how many people in town would love an opportunity to work with Vand Ranth? Quite a few, I can tell you. If your father wanted me to work with him, I would take him up on that offer.” He shifted his dirt-stained brown jacket, offering a bit of a shrug to Torian.

      “You could have it, but you already have an apprenticeship.”

      “Right, and I should hold onto my training as a farrier and give up the opportunity to work with Vand.” He shook his head. “Well, if I could do anything, I’d get out of town and see a bit of Navarin. Since that’s not happening, and given that those other two things are true, I would actually say that you are fairly lucky. Maybe not as lucky as your sister. Does she know?”

      “I don’t know if they’ve told her or not.”

      It had been two days since Torian’s father had his special conversation with him, as he had referred to it that evening at dinner. And in the days that had followed, he had drawn Torian into running errands for him more often than he usually did. He had made more trips to the mill than he normally did in a month. Torian figured it was his father’s way of taking his mind off things, or perhaps it was simply his way of showing Torian that he could be of use working with him in his shop.

      “How do you think she’s going to take it?”

      “You’ve met my sister, right?”

      “You don’t have to be like that. I’m just saying that it’s going to be strange for her, too. She’s not going to have you there at school to help her.”

      “I’m not sure that I have ever been that much help to her. Well, not lately. When she first went to school, I might have been of some help.”

      “What about the others?”

      “The only one I think that will be disappointed that I’m not going to be there will be Jensen,” he said, rounding the corner and pausing near the town square. Today was market day, where farmers from outside of town, as well as people who had larger gardens inside of town, would gather and sell fruits and vegetables. A few minor craftsmen who attempted to break into the crafting guild also brought items to the market to sell. He’d forgotten about it, as the market hadn’t been up and running when he had come through here before. Though it was early morning, it was already busy, as most people in town knew to get to the market as soon as it was up and running if they wanted a chance at the higher quality produce. Tables were set up with some of the farmers standing behind them, though often they had their wives or children manning the tables. “And I think Jensen doesn’t have much to worry about, anyway. He is really the favored student. At least, he is right now.”

      “You don’t think he’s always going to be?”

      “Eventually, he’s going to get sent on to the university. And I doubt it will be very long before that happens. He’s that good.”

      He pushed the wagon around the outside of the market when he caught sight of his sister walking with Eliza. Every time he saw Liana, he considered telling her that he was going to have to leave school, but every time he got close to telling her that, he hesitated. He had no idea what his parents had said to her, and a part of him remained a bit concerned that she wouldn’t be terribly upset.

      “You know, you never did tell me what you ran into. You said there was a story.”

      “Did I?”

      “When I caught you after you first talked to your father. Don’t you remember?”

      “Not exactly,” he said, but that was because everything that day had been a bit of a blur to him. “And I don’t know how much of a story it really is. At the time, I thought that maybe there was something to it, but…” He shrugged, dragging the wagon past the market and onto one of the quieter surrounding streets. The central streets were easily wide enough for the wagon and the crowd, but Torian didn’t want anything to do with the crowd. So he chose side streets where they had to pull the wagon off to the side of the road and up against the neighboring buildings to allow any passersby to get through. Even then, it was easier to push the wagon when he wasn’t fighting through a crowd.

      In the days since he had felt like everything had overwhelmed him, he had given more thought to the wolf that he had seen. Maybe it hadn’t been a shadow wolf. Lorent was probably right, in that what he had come across had been one of the more common weven wolves and not the incredibly rare shadow wolf.

      “Go on,” he said.

      “Well, when I was in the storm, I thought I came across a shadow wolf.”

      “And survived?”

      “It was injured, I think. I tossed it some food and…. Well, I told you it wasn’t much of a story. Lorent suggested that it was probably a weven wolf as they are quite a bit more common and are unlikely to attack.”

      “Because they are basically dogs,” Jakob said, taking one handle of the wagon and dragging it. Jakob was almost the same size as Torian, and his work as a farrier made him strong. “You see packs of them from time to time outside of the city.”

      “You do?”

      “I’m not saying that I go outside of the city, but when people travel, and they come by and need their horses reshoed, sometimes they talk. I’ve heard stories about wolves outside of town, though nothing recently. Sometimes they will follow travelers, begging for scraps. There is even one man who came through here a few years ago who claimed that he had domesticated one. I suppose it’s possible, but can you imagine wanting one of those creatures as a pet? They stink.”

      “I don’t know how they smell.”

      “Almost as bad as a skunk, but… Well, as bad as a skunk. One time, we had somebody who came through and had been traveling with one of the weven wolves. I thought it was just him, but Cory told me it was the sign of the wolf.”

      Torian found himself frowning. The wolf that he had seen hadn’t smelled, but then again, he had been out in the middle of the storm, and maybe the stink had washed off.

      “Now what is it?” Jakob asked.

      “Thinking.”

      “Well, don’t think so quietly. If you’ve come up with something, share it.”

      “I was just thinking that I didn’t smell anything unpleasant.”

      His eyes widened dramatically. “Maybe you did see a shadow wolf. And it didn’t kill you?”

      “See? Now I know you are just messing with me.”

      “Maybe I am. So if it was a shadow wolf, why didn’t it attack?”

      “I don’t know. I think it didn’t care much for the storm. And I did dazzle it with some of my sahir power.” Torian paused a moment, pressing his fingertips together, and pushed as much energy up through him as he could, disrupting that heavy weight that hung deep inside of him for just a moment to cause the power to slip through the pathways inside of him and down his arms, where it connected to his fingertips. “Maybe shadow wolves are afraid of a little light.”

      “Well, they are called shadow wolves,” Jakob said. “We should go and see if we can’t find its tracks.”

      “I came across it in the middle of the storm. If any tracks were there, they’d be gone by now.”

      “You don’t know that. If it was injured, maybe the wolf stayed there for a little while and left easy tracks for us to follow. Let’s get this lumber back to your father and go and take a look. I have some time before I’m supposed to be back. What about you?”

      “I’m supposed to have class later, but…”

      Seeing as how class didn’t really matter in the long run for him now, Torian wasn’t sure that he had to be as concerned about attending his classes as he once had been. He had never been one to miss before, always chiding his sister when she made comments about skipping.

      “If we aren’t back, I guess it doesn’t matter.”

      “There is the attitude I was hoping for.” Jakob grinned at him. “Now, let’s get moving.”

      He dragged the wagon until they reached the shop, where he hurriedly unloaded the wood inside the door, nodding to his father, who was busy at his lathe and didn’t even look in his direction. Once finished, Torian glanced up at the sky, trying to gauge how much time he had. Even though his classes didn’t really matter for him any longer, he still didn’t want to miss them if he didn’t need to. He didn’t have many remaining that he would be able to attend. By his accounting, he figured they had a couple of hours before he had to be back, anyway. More than enough time to get out to the stone hut and back. Even accounting for some tracking if they came across anything to suggest the shadow wolf.

      “Any trouble today?” his father asked, not looking over at him.

      “None at all.”

      “I know it was a larger order this time, and I figured you’d have to take a second trip but… Oh. Well, hello, Jakob.”

      Jakob had stepped into the shop and picked up a decorative pen, twisting it between his fingers while wearing a tight expression. “Mr. Ranth,” he said, bowing his head. “Who are these for?”

      Torian’s father paused a moment and looked up at the pen Jakob was holding. “Ah. Well, that’s an order from out west. They wanted a sample of ten, and if everything is to their liking, then I’ll get a larger order.”

      Jakob set the pen back into the small ceramic jar he’d taken it from. “West? As in Perdain?”

      “I believe this one is further than Perdain.” He lowered his head and got back to working at the lathe. “I get orders from all around. I can’t fill all of them most of the time, but this one offered a little more than most, so I thought I should consider it.”

      Jakob elbowed him. “See? You’ve got all the work you need right here. He can’t even fill all the orders he gets.” He lowered his voice. “You come here, get further along in your training, then bring me in.”

      “Or I could ask him now,” Torian suggested, then started forward when Jakob grabbed his arm and shook his head. Torian smiled mischievously. “Is there anything else you need, Father?”

      “Not right now. Unless you want to help clean up the lumber you just brought in.”

      “Are you using that to make the pens?” Jakob asked.

      “Not oak. That’s useful for a few different projects, but the pens are a different species. They take a lighter touch, as well.”

      “Holly,” Torian said softly. “He knows a place deep in the forest where he harvests it himself. I’ve gone with him a few times, but I’m not sure I could find it on my own.”

      “Why holly?”

      “Each wood has a different grain,” Torian’s father began, still not looking up. “And each takes on stain in different ways. Not all the pens for that order are holly, though I did choose it to try and impress them. It looks more expensive than it is, after all.”

      “Come on,” Torian said, nudging Jakob.

      “We can stay a little longer.”

      “He’s just going to start going on about the different species of wood and how the grain pattern determines the way you turn it and the different kinds of stains you should choose.” It was a topic that his father loved to go on about and something that had never interested Torian the way that it obviously fascinated his father. He would spend hours talking about such things if given the chance.

      “You might have heard it before, but I haven’t,” Jakob said.

      “Well, I can talk to my father about getting you some time with him to go through the different types of wood species and how he prefers to stain them if you’d like. I’m sure he would take as much time as you want to go through it. I figure ten hours ought to be enough. He might take longer since it would be the first time you’ve heard the talk, so you might want to dedicate a couple of days.”

      “He can talk about that for days?”

      “It depends upon what kinds of wood he has here.” Torian nodded to the mug holding the pens. “Those are holly, but a couple are a bit more exotic. I don’t even recognize what that one is.” He tapped his finger on a black pen. Torian had noticed it when Jakob had taken the other pens out. He didn’t recognize the wood and didn’t think that it was a stain, either. “He’s always looking for different things to use. It’s not always trees, either. Sometimes he finds strange shoots in the forest that he will carve to see how well it might turn, and…”

      “He’s really serious about this,” Jakob said.

      Torian chuckled. His father’s head bowed as he worked at the lathe, a strip of holly wood starting to peel away as he worked. His father was probably so fixated on the task that he wasn’t even paying attention to the fact that they stood behind him.

      “It looks like serious work.”

      And if his father had his way, he’d want Torian to be serious about it, as well. Could Torian ever match his father’s enthusiasm for the different kinds of wood and how it turned on the lathe? He doubted so. He didn’t enjoy the walk through the forest, searching for different trees, shrubs, and shoots he might use. Torian didn’t mind wandering the forest so much, but he didn’t share his father’s enthusiasm for stopping and testing everything he came across to see if it would be a good fit for a project he had in mind.

      They backed out of the shop, and Torian closed the door, glancing at the wagon. He needed to unload more of the oak, but there wasn’t any room in the shop, so maybe it was fine stacked in the wagon the way it was now.

      “If we stay here, he’s going to find some way to put me to work again. Probably send me back to the mill.”

      He had done that every day since having his special conversation. And the walk was incredibly boring.

      “It’s probably better than sitting in the stable and waiting for another job to come in.”

      “At least you have horses to keep you company.”

      “Yeah, that might be a bit better. Some of the time.” As they started away from the shop, Jakob glanced back over his shoulder. “I know you don’t love the idea of working with your father, but it’s still a good job. It pays well. You’re well respected. And you won’t want for work.”

      “Are you trying to tell me that I should just be happy with what they want for me?”

      “It sounds like what they want for you is to find something that you can be good at.”

      He had hoped that meant he could be a good sahir. Even if all he mastered were the first-tier patterns, he could function as a sahir, especially if he managed to master the runic markers that went along with them.

      “But maybe what we should do now is go and see if what you told me was real. Maybe there was a wolf out there. Do you want to go and have a look?”

      As he watched his father, he nodded slowly. He wasn’t sure how he felt about the possibility that a shadow wolf had come so close to town, but it did make him feel like there was something more exciting in the world, even if for a brief, terrifying moment.

      Especially now that he knew that moment wouldn’t last much longer.

      When he left the school, he would be leaving the excitement and entering the more mundane world. He would take advantage of the time that he had remaining, even if that meant tracking a shadow wolf. It might be dangerous, but that was better than his options in town.
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      LIGHT AND THUNDER

      The hut seemed quite a bit less foreboding in the bright sunlight. Without the danger of the rainstorm and the constant barrage of thunder and lightning, it looked like what it was—just an old and forgotten building in the middle of the forest where the trees seemed content to leave it alone to crumble into the obscurity of time. The weeds growing around the perimeter only added to that, some coming nearly as tall as his chest. It was a wonder that he had managed to get into the door without getting scratched up by brambles.

      “I’ve always wondered why the forest doesn’t overgrow it,” Jakob said, pausing at the edge of the trees and peering ahead. His voice was tight, much like the tension in his body, though he had tried to act as if he weren’t concerned about what they were doing. “There are other old places around here where trees crop up right in the middle. There aren’t even any flowers around it.”

      “It’s old,” Torian said.

      “Old doesn’t mean that it’s going to keep nature away. You’d think old would mean it was more likely to be destroyed.”

      “Well, old also means that it has runic markers on it. It’s possible that those have some influence.”

      Torian nodded toward the building. In the time that they’d been standing and watching, he hadn’t seen any sign of anything moving in the building, so he didn’t think there was a danger here anymore, but he wanted to be sure. The shadow wolf hadn’t attacked him during the storm, but it might not have any problem doing that on a bright and sunny day, especially if it thought that Torian—and Jakob—posed a threat.

      “I bet they’ve faded, though.”

      He shrugged. “A little, but runes are strange. When they’re placed by someone who knows what they’re doing, they tend to hold power. It’s like the temple.”

      “Which was destroyed.”

      Torian couldn’t argue with that. The temple was supposedly the same age as the hut but hadn’t survived whatever had destroyed it, while the hut stood as if time had overlooked it. Were it closer to town, he could imagine that someone would try to claim it for themselves.

      Torian made his way around the outside of the hut, finding no evidence of the wolf. Jakob followed, a better tracker than he was, and paused to crouch down near a section of the forest. He ran his fingers along a small shrub brush, pulling them back and sniffing at them.

      “Did you find some evidence of the wolf?”

      “Not particularly. Besides, I think that you are right, anyway. No shadow wolf.”

      “There’d be no reason for one,” Torian said. When Jakob frowned at him, he shrugged. “They claim that the shadow wolves were used to hunt valsahir if you believe the old stories.”

      “Well, stories start somewhere, don’t they?”

      Jakob got up and headed deeper into the forest. It was darker here, which left Torian wishing that he had better control of shadow dispel pattern, though his ability with shadows was limited. He could try a lantern beam, but that didn’t always work quite as well as he needed when it came to removing darkness.

      “Something came through here,” Jakob said. “Something big.”

      “You can’t tell me that you believe there was a shadow wolf.”

      “I’m not saying that. I’m just saying… Wait. What’s that?”

      Torian wasn’t entirely sure what he pointed to. It was a shadowy smudge of darkness.

      “It looks like… Gross,” Jakob said, wrinkling his nose. “Some animal carcass.”

      “Maybe it’s the wolf,” Torian said.

      Jakob arched a brow at him. “Now you want the wolf to be dead?”

      “Better that than hunting valsahir.” He started to laugh, but Jakob just snorted.

      They picked their way through the forest, with Jakob pausing every so often to check a shrub, then smoothing leaves across the ground until they reached the carcass. It stunk. Flies buzzed over it, and it looked as if other animals had picked at it, leaving patches of dark fur and bones, but all in some unrecognizable shape.

      “What do you think this was?” Jakob asked.

      “A bear?”

      “Too small. And I think we would’ve heard if there was a bear coming through here.”

      “What do you think it is?”

      Jakob nudged it, and the carcass collapsed as if it had been held together by some bit of power that unraveled the moment that he touched it. The smell erupted, that of rot, along with something Torian couldn’t even place.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it. Whatever it is, I’m kind of glad that we don’t have to deal with it.”

      “Let me see if I can’t use a bit of light here,” Torian said. The shadowed forest made it difficult to see everything clearly otherwise.

      He pressed the tips of his fingers together and began the process of creating the pattern of light. Using one of the primary patterns would be the easiest, but there was a limit to how much Torian could stretch light away from himself with only the primary light pattern. With each tier of pattern control that he learned—and Torian had only really learned the first tier—the ability to stretch power outward and away from one’s self increased.

      At this point, he thought about what he might be able to try, and he began to push outward through his fingertips. The energy flowing through the channels inside of himself split as it often did, and he strained out through his arms until he reached the tips of his fingers, where power began to concentrate. His fingertips glowed softly, the light of pale yellow. If he were stronger, or if he were using a higher-tier pattern, that light would become purer. Some of the instructors could create almost a pure white as they used the patterns, something that he was not even close to creating.

      Then he began to stretch his fingers apart, releasing the light from the pattern. As he did, some of that light spilled outward, and he directed it, creating a beam of energy that strained toward the carcass.

      “That might not be enough,” Jakob said. “Why don’t you try doing it again.”

      “I don’t know how many of those I have in me,” he said. When Jakob looked over, he shrugged. “It takes quite a bit of effort. At least for me. It’s like straining against a heavy boulder.”

      “How is that straining against a boulder?”

      “It’s just reaching power,” he said. “It’s hard for me. Which is why I now get to be a wood turner, or maybe something else.”

      “You don’t sound too disappointed.”

      “I am disappointed, but…”

      “But what?”

      “I enjoyed learning how to be a sahir but mostly when I was working with Leven. When he was gone, I felt like I had to stay with it.”

      It was more than that. After Leven passed, Torian felt like the Saith didn’t want him to reach their power. His difficulty was a punishment.

      “That makes it sound like you aren’t terribly disappointed.”

      “I think I lost track of why I wanted to train as a sahir. At first, it was because of my mother pushing me, then it was because of Leven’s passing, and now… maybe this is the best thing for me. Maybe I get to choose now.”

      “Everybody’s journey is different,” Jakob said.

      “You’re quoting Lorac to me?” Torian said.

      “Part of the basics, right? You know, I spent a few weeks at school, too. Didn’t have anywhere close to your potential, so I was never even going to master the primary patterns.” He smirked. “Though I might have preferred that to working in the stables. Oh, Cory claims I’m training to be a farrier, but I think we both know he just wants a stable hand.”

      He headed forward again and paused at another section of disturbed ground.

      “What are you finding here?”

      “Only that parts of this are disturbed where they shouldn’t be. I don’t really know what to make of it.”

      “It could be anything. Everybody keeps saying this was probably just a weven,” Torian said.

      “No weven would ever tear apart some creature like that. I don’t know what to make of it, but that’s not it.” He frowned, tracing his fingers on the ground. “Give me some light.”

      Torian pressed his fingers together and used a primary light pattern. He angled toward the ground, and Jakob hurried off, motioning for Torian to follow. As he did, he kept expecting Jakob to slow, but he only paused periodically until he pointed into the forest.

      “There’s something up here.” The light flowed away from him, leaving strange contours to the forest he could follow. Those more advanced with their patterns would be able to use it much more effectively, but that was all Torian could do.

      “What now?”

      Jakob shook his head. “I don’t know. Like the last, I think.”

      Torian angled his fingers, pointing the light pattern outward, and much like Jakob had suggested, there was another dark shape on the forest floor up ahead. The smell drifted to him as if carried on some wind pattern, and he nearly gagged. It was worse than the last one.

      “Another carcass?”

      “What kind of creature do you think this one is?” Jakob asked.

      “I have no idea.” He followed him, and they reached the carcass. It was more intact than the last, but Torian still couldn’t tell what it was. It was massive. Maybe it was a shadow wolf. But if it was the shadow wolf, then how had it been ripped apart like this? Shadow wolves were supposedly difficult to kill. “Do you know of anybody who might help us with this?” Torian asked.

      “What? And tell people from town that we found some strange animal carcass? No one is going to care about that.”

      “What if it is a shadow wolf?”

      Jakob straightened, sweeping his gaze around the forest. “I suppose I can ask around. Winstod spends quite a bit of time hunting and trapping around here, so maybe he’s seen something. I doubt it was a shadow wolf.”

      “Do you want to head back?”

      “Why don’t we see if we come up with anything else?” Jakob asked, frowning.

      “I didn’t think you were that concerned about it.”

      “Not concerned. Curious. Let’s take a look.”

      They wandered through the forest, with Jakob tracking but not finding anything else. After a while, they reached the main road back into Sarot. They hadn’t found anything else, which Torian was thankful for. He didn’t really want to come across any more strange carcasses. The idea that there could be some unknown creatures prowling through the forest outside of Sarot left him surprisingly unsettled.

      “If you want, I can go with you back to the temple. That’s where this all started, right?” Jakob asked.

      “I’m not sure that’s going to be of much use.”

      Jakob grinned at him. “I can see that you want to go look, so why don’t we do it? Even if you don’t find anything.”

      They hadn’t been gone from town for that long, and Torian would still have time to get back in time for his afternoon class. Maybe going to the temple wouldn’t be the worst thing. He was curious whether the raven had been there for a reason.

      “If you don’t mind,” Torian said.

      “I don’t mind. Besides, all Cory is going to do is make me work as his stable hand, so I might as well take some time away from him. He has been taking advantage of me these days. I would much rather get out of town, maybe explore a few places, head to Corsalt—and maybe beyond.”

      “There’s not much beyond Corsalt,” Torian said.

      “Fine. Then I’ll head south. Or maybe even to the west. Get past the mountains, and who knows what you will find.”

      Torian laughed as they headed along the road. There wasn’t much beyond the mountains, as far as Torian knew, primarily because traversing the mountains themselves was considered nearly impossible. At least along this part of Navarin. Maybe if he traveled to the north or the south, there might be a pass, but Torian didn’t know of any.

      They had been walking for a while along the road when Jakob grabbed his arm and pulled him quickly toward the trees.

      “What is it?”

      “Listen.”

      Torian paused, and when he heard thunder, he glanced to the sky. It was clear and cloudless, the bright sun shining overhead.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Horses. And quite a few of them from the way that it sounds.” He shook his head. “And, unfortunately, it means that I probably have to get back. If we have horses coming in from outside of town, Cory is going to want me there to help with anything they might need. Sorry that I’m not able to go with you to the temple.”

      “No. I probably should get back as well. There’s nothing at the temple that I need to find. We were just out there practicing, anyway.”

      “Is that why it bothers you, what your father said? You just get to play at school.”

      “Well, it is more fun than taking care of horses that come in and out of town.”

      “Or bending over a turning lathe and making pens?” He grinned as he said it. “The pens were really quite impressive, but I wonder why somebody would put in an order from that far away.”

      “It’s probably not about the pens. Some of the jobs my father gets are tests. They want to see his craftsmanship, and they order something a bit more inexpensive so they can gauge whether they want to hire him on for other jobs.”

      “Oh, that makes sense. How many times do those jobs amount to nothing?”

      “With my father? Not often.”

      “Because he is the great Vand Ranth. Everybody wants their project completed by him.” He flashed a smile.

      “And pretty soon his son,” Torian said.

      “There you go. Now you’re getting into it.” Jakob turned to look along the road and then sighed. “From the sound of it, there are quite a few horses coming. Maybe you can come and help Cory and me.”

      “I’m quite sure you don’t want that. Besides, I need to go waste more of my instructors’ time. I’ve got a few months left, and I’m going to take advantage of it.” Even if it meant learning about some of the upper-tier patterns that he couldn’t use.

      When he left the school, he could still practice. If nothing else, he might be able to progress on his own, though he knew that most people who left school left learning about power and using it effectively behind them. He might intend to keep working, but the chances were good that eventually he would find himself too busy to practice and eventually would lose the tenuous control that he had now.

      He had better hope that he became a good woodturner by then.

    

  







            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    




      PATTERN LESSONS

      The classroom glowed with a pale white light the way that it often did, the runic markers on the walls carrying power that the instructors continually refreshed so that it was constantly awash with light. Even outside of the classroom, on the exterior of the school, the runic markers glowed day and night, creating a beacon to learning, as the instructors liked to call it.

      Torian stood in the front of the classroom, not taking his usual seat near the instructor, well before any of the other students had arrived. That wasn’t uncommon, as he typically got to class before most others came. Knowing he wouldn’t have much time left here gave him a heavy heart. This had been the place that he’d come to for the last five years.

      Five years.

      When he thought about it like that, he realized that maybe his father was right. In that time, he should have progressed much further than he had. That was why he was the oldest student still here at fifteen. With real potential, he would have been sent away to one of the universities where he could learn more complicated patterns. Most who came to study—and had real potential—hoped for that. Liana certainly did.

      At least he had those five years. So many tested for entry into the sahir school and either failed or didn’t learn even the primary patterns and were then sent away. It had taken him a few trials to even gain entry—and then only because of the potential that Leven had shown.

      Torian sighed, pausing in front of one of the runic markers that held the light of the classroom. The symbol was familiar to him, if only because he’d seen it nearly every day for the last five years. A circle with a crisscross pattern of lines working through the center held the power the instructors poured into the pattern. From that pattern, the light concentrated but then spilled out beyond it and into a series of connecting runes that linked most of the patterns in the room, filling it with the light. He’d even seen a symbol similar to this on the temple, though it had lost the power that had once been stored in it. None of the priests that still visited the temple ever tried to put power into the markers, and none of the instructors bothered.

      “You’re early.”

      Torian turned to see Willa entering the room carrying a small box tucked under her arm. She was one of the senior instructors and more skilled than most teaching them, though she had been born and raised in Sarot and had volunteered to return to teach. Most of the other instructors were assigned and stayed until they were granted promotion.

      “Should I wait outside?” Torian asked.

      He didn’t want to disappoint Willa. Of all his instructors, she was the one that he most wanted to impress. For a long time, he had hoped that he could take her place when she left the school, keeping a local sahir teaching. Now it would never come to pass.

      Willa waved a hand, then flicked her fingers. The light along the wall shifted, the color taking on a hint of blue. Torian always marveled at the control she displayed. That had to be at least a fifth-tier pattern that she’d just used—and she’d done it with little more than a snap of her fingers.

      “That’s not necessary.” She set the box she’d been carrying down on the table at the front of the room. “I am of the understanding that your father has spoken to you about our conversation.”

      It had been Willa who had suggested that he leave school? Torian didn’t know why that bothered him, but maybe it was because he had wanted to impress her the most. Knowing that he had failed was one more layer to the disappointment.

      “He spoke to me. I didn’t realize you had been the one to tell him that I needed to leave school.”

      Willa turned away from him and began tapping on several of the runic markers on the instruction wall that took on different shapes. “We all must understand our purpose.”

      It was almost as if she were quoting Lorac at him, but not quite.

      “Your father has money, but there comes a time when you reach diminishing returns.” She turned and looked at him. “You have a good mind and a strong work ethic. That is what has kept you here for as long as you have been here. That and your brother. I had wondered if you would ever reach his potential. As you haven’t, and as you near adulthood, it’s time for you to turn your attention to something more practical and productive. The town needs that from you.”

      Of course, it would be Willa who wanted what was best for the town. She was only here because she wanted what was best for the town.

      “Considering that he has already paid for the term, we agreed that you could finish out the session, though I was in favor of you simply moving on. There is something to be said about just getting it over with, as you don’t have to agonize over the decision. But I can also understand the appeal of staying and working a little longer.”

      “What if I show more potential?”

      “Unfortunately, at your age, it is highly unlikely that you will show any more potential than you already have. Typically, true potential is revealed by eight or nine years old.”

      “Like Jensen.”

      She nodded. “That one has real potential. That is if he can apply himself. That’s not always possible, as some simply don’t have the work ethic. If you had his potential with your work ethic and mind… Well, I suppose there is no use talking about what could be.”

      “Do you think Liana will be able to train at the university?”

      Willa paused what she was doing, continuing to tap on several runic markers on the back wall. “You don’t need to be concerned about your sister. She has more time to reveal her gifts.”

      That wasn’t an answer—at least, not a good one.

      He’d always thought Liana was talented. Maybe not as naturally gifted as Jensen, but certainly talented. But Torian had to admit that his sister didn’t have his work ethic. Now that she was almost thirteen, she was given more and more opportunities to demonstrate her potential.

      “How many people who leave school still use what they learned?”

      She paused again. “No one can take what you’ve learned away from you. The real question is how you will decide to apply it in your day-to-day life. Most find they don’t have the time or inclination to keep working the way they once did. Using the art requires time and practice, especially if you want to do more than maintain, and even in that, you need to have plenty of time to work. It is why we have dedicated schools to the art. Were it not for that, few would ever master enough strength to progress.”

      That was his fear, after all. He had worried that he would eventually forget how to perform some of the patterns. He didn’t think that he would ever forget the primary patterns, as they were so simple and basic that they were meant to be mastered easily. And if nothing else, he had mastered those patterns. Once a person began to work into the first and second tiers, where the patterns became more complex, requiring more practice in order to perform them correctly, it would be easy for that person to lose control and find that connection slip.

      “Do you need any help at the school?”

      “The university in Corsalt assigns us all that we need,” Willa said. “There are plenty of graduates who need to hone their instruction skills.”

      She turned away from him, and though he wanted to keep pushing, Eliza entered, taking a seat near the back of the class, and he decided not to do so. He wasn’t ready for others to know that he was leaving. He had a hard enough time with many of his classmates as it was.

      So he focused on the runic markers and on what Willa did. She changed many of the markers, simply tapping on them, and in doing so, she let some of the power she was working with pour out of her so that she could modify the markers. The technique was not anything he could follow easily, though some of that was simply a lack of knowledge, not ability. He didn’t have the sense that she was using anything terribly powerful as she modified the runic markers. It would be too draining for her otherwise.

      “What are you looking at?” Jensen asked.

      Torian looked over to the younger boy, who had a book cradled in his arms and was standing next to him. A bit of dirt had smudged his cheek, and Torian wiped it off of him, which elicited a flush from Jensen.

      “I’m just looking at the runes.”

      “Gaspel has me working on replicating them. They aren’t that hard to make, but it’s hard to hold power in them. I bet you knew that, though.”

      Torian nodded, feigning that knowledge, though he had never been given instruction on these kinds of runes. As part of his instruction, he and the other students learned about runes, but just like with the different tiers of patterns, there were different tiers of runes that he was permitted to learn about. The kinds on the wall were more complicated, partly because of how they were connected, but partly because they were simply more difficult to construct.

      “I’ve found the hardest part of them is making the etching up here,” Jensen said, seemingly ignoring his silence, and probably for good reason. “I don’t have the right touch when it comes to placing the markers on the upper aspect. I think I can follow, but it’s the depth I can’t do quite right.”

      Torian had been staring at the glowing light on the wall when what Jensen said sunk in. He hadn’t considered that as a part of the rune-making process before. Most of the time, it was about how well you could create the appropriate shape. Now he had to worry about how hard he pressed while making the shape?

      Maybe his father—and Willa were right. He didn’t have the necessary talent to stay in school and continue his training, regardless of what he might want for himself. That was a hard thing for him to have to acknowledge, but it might be the truth.

      “Has Gaspel given you any tips?” Torian asked.

      “Only that I’m supposed to let the power guide me,” Jensen said. “I don’t know what that means, but it feels like he’s telling me I’m not going to be able to do it.” He laughed.

      “I wouldn’t worry about it that much. From what I’ve heard the other instructors saying, you’ve got the most potential here. You just have to keep working at it. That’s probably what Gaspel was trying to get you to see.”

      Jensen was quiet for a moment. “Do you mean that?”

      Torian shrugged and flicked a gaze at Willa. “I mean that I’ve heard it. You don’t have to worry.” Not like Torian did, he didn’t add.

      “Coming from you, that means a lot.”

      Now Torian thought Jensen was pulling his leg. And it surprised him. Torian had always been helpful to Jensen, and the younger boy hadn’t taken advantage of that and certainly hadn’t taken to teasing Torian the way some did.

      “Take a seat,” Willa said.

      Torian moved to his seat, away from Jensen, though the younger boy stayed close to him, finally settling in next to Torian at the long table at the front of the room. There were more tables and chairs than students, so he didn’t think that Jensen needed to sit quite so close, but he wasn’t going to be rude and tell the boy that he needed to go and sit somewhere else.

      “We are going to discuss the first-tier patterns and the association with their runic markers today,” Willa started.

      Jensen sat upright, which Torian smiled at. The boy had long moved past needing to learn the first-tier patterns, though he might still need some of the training on how the patterns linked to the runic markers. This was a topic that Torian had studied over the five years that he’d been in the school and had heard this same talk more than once. Maybe that was the other part of the reason Willa wanted him to leave school. He had set through their talks enough times that staying wouldn’t make a difference for him.

      “Who wants to begin by telling me how the patterns are associated with the rune markers?” Willa asked.

      Torian shifted in his seat, making a point of avoiding looking at anybody else in class around him, partly because he knew that several of them were probably turning in his direction, waiting for him to say something.

      He would not.

      “No one?”

      “The first-tier patterns are tied to the runic markers on the outermost aspect,” he said, looking up at the markers that Willa had placed on the wall. “They’re designed to hold the power placed into the marker and to concentrate it deeper into the rune where some of the upper-level patterns and their markers can be used to focus it.”

      As he said it, he thought about what Jensen had said about the pressure needed to make the runes. He hadn’t considered that possibility before, but the idea that there was something to be said about the amount of pressure necessary seemed surprising to him, especially as they were dealing with first-tier rune patterns. The first-tier patterns were not much more complicated than the primary patterns. They were designed to be useful in many different circumstances. The one Torian often defaulted to was the lantern beam pattern, simply because he found it the most beneficial. There were other patterns that he used as part of the first tier, though many of them were simply designed to help gain control over that pattern for later.

      “Exactly,” Willa said, not looking in his direction.

      Maybe he could help in class.

      Then again, she had made it clear that she didn’t want his help. There were plenty of instructors to teach in school, so they didn’t need a failed student.

      “Most of you have mastered the first-tier patterns,” she said, and only then did she look in his direction. “Those of you who have not will have to listen rather than work with what I need to teach you. It is time to begin demonstration of some third-tier patterns for those of you who may get to train at the university.”

      Had Torian ever had a realistic possibility of going to one of the universities to train, he would’ve snapped it up in a heartbeat. Of course, without having a mastery of the first-tier patterns, Torian would never be able to do much of anything to be of much use as a sahir. He hadn’t even considered that, though increasingly, he realized that he should have been paying attention to what others were trying to imply to him, including Willa and the other instructors. And his father’s comment to him about what he needed to do with his time hadn’t come out of nowhere. His father had been talking to him about what he wanted to do when he left school. Only Torian had not even considered it because he had not even considered the possibility that he would ever need to leave school before he was fully trained.

      He'd been an idiot.

      “I don’t intend to go on to the university,” Dary said behind him, keeping his voice low. “I’m going into the army.”

      Torian glanced over his shoulder at Dary, who was sitting next to Eliza. When he turned back to Willa, she was frowning.

      “There are quite a few skilled sahir in the army. In fact, one would argue that it is one of the most important uses of our gifts. We must defend the borders from Rusav if we intend to keep our sovereignty,” Willa said.

      At that, Willa branched off into a discussion of politics, about how Navarin had once been a part of a greater empire before they had split off. That had been over thirty years ago, long enough that the people of Navarin had established their own identity. Truth be told, Navarin had always felt as if they were a separate entity. The rugged Warabel Mountains created a border to the north, while the Jesiash River acted as a border along the east. There had been skirmishes over the years, though for the most part, Rusav had left them alone, as the power of the sahir gave the army enough strength to push them off.

      “Those who do intend to serve in the army, you must understand runes and patterns explicitly. Perhaps you don’t need to know the high-level patterns quite so well, but you must become beyond proficient to be of any use to the army.” She fixed Dary with a hard gaze. “So I would suggest that you spend as much time studying as you do talking. Otherwise, the army will have little use for you.”

      “Or they might send you where you’ll just get blasted away,” Eliza said.

      “I’ll show you how to blast,” Dary began, and he started to build a wind pattern between his fingertips.

      “That’s enough out of the two of you,” Willa said.

      She didn’t seem all that concerned about the fact that Dary had nearly begun to draw upon one of the second-tier patterns in the middle of her classroom and had threatened to use it against another student. Then again, this was Eliza, and Eliza was skilled enough that she probably would have been able to counter it and deflect that pattern without difficulty. Had he attempted to use that against Torian, there wouldn’t have been much that he was able to do. Much like he had not been able to counter his sister using a constriction against him.

      First-tier patterns were of limited efficacy when deflecting second-tier or higher patterns. With each tier, the power was concentrated even more, making it difficult to counter without using something of the same level or higher.

      “Perhaps we should have you come to the front of the class and demonstrate your runic pattern,” Willa said. “And if you like, you can bring Eliza with you.”

      This meant a runic pattern battle. It was a safe use of power, especially here in the school, where the natural protections ensured that no one was really hurt.

      Dary got to his feet, sauntering toward the front of the class. He grabbed a piece of paper off of the stack on the table at the front of the classroom and then grabbed a pen as well—one of Torian’s father’s pens, he noted—and dipped it into ink while awaiting Eliza.

      “I don’t really want to have a runic battle,” she said. “I am not as confident with that.”

      “It’s not a matter of confidence. It’s a matter of practice. And since you thought that it was worthwhile for you to taunt a fellow classmate, I think it’s only prudent to have the two of you demonstrate to the rest of the class just what you might have done had he used his wind pattern on you.”

      Eliza reluctantly got up and took a place across from Dary, though she didn’t take a piece of paper quite as quickly as he did. She grabbed for another pen and let out a heavy breath.

      Runic battles were not uncommon in the classroom. They were safer than using physical patterns, as the power would be stored inside the rune, which could then be placed at a distance from the students. Runes would be essential for somebody like Dary, who claimed that he wanted to go to the army, as they were useful for fortifying and strengthening weapons used by the army. Even Torian could make some of the basic runes, all first tier, that could help the army. Still, there was a reason that only third tier or higher was called into battle, primarily because the level of power they added to weapons was far more significant.

      “You go first,” Dary said, looking over to Eliza. “I can wait.”

      Eliza looked over to Willa, and then she hurriedly set to work, scrawling her pen across the page. She had a fluid script, and her pattern flowed from the pen. Even from where he was seated, Torian could tell how well she had created the rune. When she was done, she held her hand above it, and there was a faint fluttering of the page as the power that she pulled through herself went into the rune that she had just made.

      Whatever she had done would have to counter what Willa had told Dary to use. There were a few different types of first and second-tier patterns that would counter wind, not the least being fire or perhaps even solidifying the paper with some element of stone. However, from where he sat, he couldn’t tell which she had chosen.

      “It is your turn,” Willa said.

      Dary hurriedly scratched out his rune, working quickly.

      Torian recognized the pattern. Torian had been in the school long enough that he recognized any rune that another student could make, even if he could not himself.

      “Now to begin—”

      “Willa?”

      A voice came from the back of the room, and Torian spun to see who it was. It wasn’t one of the students. He was surprised to see Matthew, the local innkeeper, leaning into the door. He was an older man with salt-and-pepper hair and heavy jowls that made him look as if he were eating as much as he was serving.

      “I apologize for the interruption, but there’s something you need to see.”

      Willa gave him a hard-eyed stare before letting out a heavy breath and turning to Eliza and Dary. “It seems that we will have to finish this with our next session. Leave the runes on the desk, and we will finish tomorrow.”

      She swept out of the room, following Matthew.

      “What do you think that was about?” Jensen asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Are you ready?” Dary said.

      “She told us to wait.”

      “We aren’t waiting.”

      He held up his page, and then with a dark grin, power exploded.
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      STABLE WORK

      After cleaning up the classroom following Dary’s wild use of his runic power, Torian headed back out into the town, though he had Jensen chasing after him.

      “You don’t need to follow me,” he said.

      “I’m not following. I just don’t have anything else to do. We were supposed to be in class for another hour or so, and my parents aren’t going to be home. What are you going to do?”

      He was tempted to tell him that he wasn’t going to babysit Jensen but decided not to be so cruel, as Jensen didn’t deserve that kind of comment. Instead, he shrugged. “I don’t really know. I might go help my father. I need to get better with that anyway.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m not going to stay in school forever,” Torian said.

      “Don’t you need to reach the third tier before they let you leave?”

      Torian snorted, and he turned away, heading past Margaret’s bakery. It was late in the day, and she had long since sold out of her breads and sweet treats, but the pleasant aroma still lingered around the store. The building itself was not necessarily unique for Sarot in that it was built out of stone and had a series of runic patterns all along it that had helped to keep it intact over the years. In that, it wasn’t that much different than that stone hut outside of town, only that it was a newer build.

      “What are you looking at?” Jensen asked.

      “Just the bakery.”

      “She’s closed. I tried going in before class.”

      Torian chuckled. “She starts early, remember? Which means she closes early.”

      Maybe he could see if Margaret needed his help.

      Why am I fighting the idea of working with Father?

      It wasn’t that his father’s line of work was bad—far from it. And Jakob was right that many people would love the opportunity to work with his father. Here Torian had it, and he kept finding himself daydreaming about every other opportunity that might be out there for him.

      “I’ve always liked the runes on her store.”

      Torian nodded. The runes were complex and made by true sahir, much like most of the buildings in town. Much of the town was newer construction. The war had hit most places in Navarin hard, so Sarot wasn’t unique in having much of the town left in ruins during the attacks. The temple had been the first hit, partly because those in what was now Rusav believed that Navarin funneled power through the temples.

      “Why don’t you get back home?” Torian asked.

      He hurried away from Jensen before the boy had a chance to argue and started toward the barns at the edge of town to find Jakob. If nothing else, he suspected that Jensen wouldn’t follow him all the way out here. And at one point, he looked back, thankful to see that he hadn’t come after him. He wasn’t sure what he would have done had he followed. He wanted time to himself.

      When he reached the barns, he slowed. There was more activity out here than he had anticipated; then he remembered what Jakob had said about the people coming to the town and how they would need his services. A flash of purple caught his attention, and he nearly tripped.

      What’s Willa doing out here?

      Hadn’t Matthew come for her?

      That would have meant that she’d have been at the inn, which was closer to the center of town, rather than on the outskirts like this.

      “What are you doing out here?”

      Torian jumped and turned to see Jakob strolling toward him. His saddle hung over his shoulders, and his face had a fresh bruise. “What’s going on?”

      “Oh, just a little activity, sort of like I warned you about.”

      “This is more than just a little activity. You’ve got Willa out here.”

      “We do? I haven’t seen her, but then, I’ve been a bit preoccupied. We had a dozen riders come in, and they all needed help.” He shook his head. “Sounds like they’re coming out of the west, making their way east.” He nodded toward the gathered group. “Conscripts for the army.”

      “Why are they coming out of the west?”

      “To be honest, I’m not really paying much attention to it, as I have quite a few horses to deal with. The rest of the men are distracted. Guess that’s my price for being the low man.” He pointed to his cheek. “And I got a nice little gift from one of them.” He shook his head. “I was being gentle with that mare, too. I’m not going to any longer.”

      Torian looked around him.

      Jakob snorted. “You know, if you want the gossip, you can help me out. I’ve got more than enough work. I can show you what you need to do, and you can help me stable the horses, and if any of them need reshoeing, I can take care of that. Or Cory, but he’s been a bit distracted by all of this. Seems like he knows one of the men coming through here.”

      “I suppose I could help. Seeing as how you helped me earlier.”

      “That’s the only reason that you would help?”

      “Well, I don’t really love working with horses.”

      “They are gentle and loving creatures. Unless they give you a little kick.” He motioned for Torian to follow, and they headed into one of the nearby barns.

      The air smelled of hay and dung, forcing Torian to wrinkle his nose. He immediately began to press his fingertips together into a wind funnel pattern, thinking that he might be able to force some of the stench away from him, though he realized that he needed to be a bit more careful. Instead of letting the wind unleash from them, he tried to just push it away from his nostrils.

      “Would you quit?” Jakob asked. “All you’re doing is blowing my hair away.”

      “Well, I’m not really blowing anything away. I don’t have enough control to do that.”

      “Just let it rest, will you?”

      Torian relaxed his hands, and the faint bit of wind that he had started to funnel outward faded into nothingness. He looked over to Jakob and shook his head.

      “How about you get water for the horses, scoop some hay, and then see me about what else I could use your help with. Any questions?”

      “How much am I going to get paid?”

      “Oh, probably about the same as I got paid helping you push that wagon all over town.”

      “That was just one errand.”

      “It was a heavy wagon.”

      Torian laughed and set to work. He’d helped Jakob in the past, though it had been a while. He knew where to find the hay bales and tossed hay into each of the stalls. Gathering water was a little trickier, but Cory had made arrangements to have barrels of water delivered to the barn, as the stream was too far from the stables. At one point, he found himself near the barn door, where he was near enough to the newcomers that he could hear their conversations.

      “How certain are you of this?” Willa was saying.

      Torian ducked off to the side of the door so as not to be seen. Unlike the buildings in the rest of town, the barn didn’t have any runic markers on it. He’d always wondered why, though he suspected that it had something to do with how wood interacted with patterns like that. It was different than how stone did.

      “Quite certain. Have you seen any sign of movement?”

      Torian wanted to get closer as he desired to know more about what kind of movement they were talking about. Movement with the war? There wouldn’t be any sign of that out here. They were far enough from the border that there wouldn’t be any reason for there to be anything.

      “Not in town.”

      “They wouldn’t come into town. Too dangerous. But you might see them in the trees around the town. They are a harbinger for war, after all. Rumors are they’ve started migrating, and you know what that means.”

      Willa said something more that he couldn’t hear, which forced Torian to try and slide a little closer so that he could listen in. At one point, he heard Jakob behind him and had to move deeper into the shadows so that his friend wouldn’t realize that he’d stopped working. Torian didn’t need Jakob to come slinking up on him and reveal what he was doing.

      “How much time?” Willa asked.

      “If we get reinforcements, there should be nothing here.”

      “And if not?”

      “That’s why we wanted to talk to you. How skilled are the instructors here?”

      “We’ve all been trained in the university if that’s your concern. I realize that we might be some remote town to you—”

      “We aren’t here to diminish your capabilities. We were passing through and wanted to raise the alarm. That’s all. You will need to be ready in case things take a turn for the worse.”

      Now Torian was much more curious, not that he hadn’t been curious before.

      Take a turn for the worse?

      “What’s going on?” Jakob asked, whispering in his ear.

      At least he had the sense to keep his voice down.

      Torian pushed him back, getting them both away from the door as he didn’t want Willa to know that he’d heard anything. “War, from the sounds of it.”

      “There’s always that danger. You probably don’t hear anything at the school, but we get rumors of war all the time. It all depends on the direction the traveler is coming from.”

      “This sounded more serious.”

      “They all sound serious, Torian. If you were to believe a man who came through here two years ago out of the north, you would’ve thought that we were only weeks away from complete destruction. Then there was the man only a few months ago out of the south who made it clear that we were in imminent danger of invasion.” He shrugged. “When it comes to Rusav, there’s always rumors of an attack. I would be like you when I first started hearing them, too, so you aren’t the only one who worries. It’s just that Cory helped me see how this goes. You have to suss out the truth from the propaganda.”

      Torian went over toward the open doorway, and though he couldn’t hear voices any longer, he did want to get back so that he could listen a bit more. It wasn’t as if he could go to Willa and ask her about what was going on.

      “There are so many of them.”

      “Oh, that’s also not all that unique. Sometimes we get larger groups that come through here, and you just have to get used to the idea that there are going to be times when things feel a bit more dangerous. Remember, we are still pretty protected from the rest of everything.”

      Torian wanted to believe that was true, but there had been an urgency in the man’s voice, along with Willa’s concern. She had never struck him as somebody who would overreact.

      “Come on,” Jakob said, pulling him back. “If you don’t help me here, I’m going to be at this most of the night. And I really don’t want to. So do you mind?”

      Torian stared at the opening through the door for another moment before he turned to Jakob. “Fine. But I think you owe me now.”

      Jakob looked around the inside of the barn. “How do I owe you? I’m giving you such a great opportunity to spend time around these magnificent animals. I think you still owe me.”

      “I don’t know about that. I’m sure my father has a few tasks he’d like me to do.”

      “Come on. Help me with this, and… I will help you push your wagon around town three more times.”

      “Five.”

      “Now you’re just getting greedy.”

      Torian laughed and set to work again. He paused when he heard a strange, mournful howl in the distance, but it didn’t recur. He had been working with a pile of hay, trying to throw in enough for the horse near him, when movement behind him caught his attention. He spun to see one of the newcomers pulling open one of the pens and leading a horse out.

      “Can I help with anything?”

      The man looked over to him, frowning. “You aren’t the boy who was here earlier.”

      “No. That was Jakob. I’m helping him out.”

      “I need my saddle.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      Torian hurried off, though he cast a look over his shoulder. The man wasn’t the only one who had come back into the stable and wasn’t the only one trying to get his horse out. Were they already setting off?

      He caught up to Jakob, who had been brushing one of the horses. “Some of your men are getting ready to leave.”

      “They just got here. They should have let me know they weren’t staying,” he grumbled, shaking his head. “Which one was it?”

      “I don’t know. The man was tall, black hair. Muscular.”

      Jakob shot Torian an amused look. “No. Which horse was it.”

      “Oh. A gray stallion. It was in the middle pen.”

      “All right. That one I remember.” He reached for the saddle on the pegs hanging on the wall and pulled it down, throwing it over his shoulder. “Any others?”

      Torian named off the other horses that he remembered, as there were two others that had come into the stable to get their mounts, and Jakob grabbed those saddles, as well. When he was done, he tossed one to Torian, and they hurried toward the others. While holding onto the saddle, Torian had the opportunity to listen to the men talking.

      “It’s getting late, Harris.”

      “Late or not, if they’re out there, we need to follow.”

      “Is the war getting close?” Torian asked.

      The man looked over. “Not the war.”

      He turned, and he lowered his voice so Torian couldn’t hear their conversation anymore.

      “You could be of a little more help,” Jakob said.

      “I’m sorry.” He carried the saddle toward one of the horses and helped Jakob get it on the dappled mare. As he did, he heard one of the men say two words that caught his attention.

      Shadow wolf.

      Torian froze and turned to see who had spoken, but he couldn’t tell.

      “Torian?” Jakob hissed at him.

      “Did you hear what he said?”

      “I didn’t, and I won’t be able to because I am trying to finish my work.”

      Torian hurried over to Jakob and leaned close. “He said something about a shadow wolf.”

      Jakob sighed in irritation. “If he did, does it matter?”

      “Well, they also said something about harbinger of war.”

      “Right. And I’ve heard that said several different times to me over the last few years, as well. Now, if you don’t mind, I would love your assistance.”

      Torian decided not to argue and helped Jakob get the horses ready. When they were done, the men guided the mounts out of the barn, quickly climbed into the saddle, and galloped into the trees.

      
        
          
            
          

        

        * * *

      

      Torian was tired. He’d spent a long time with Jakob the night before, though Jakob had claimed that they would get done much sooner than they actually had. Between the two of them, they had fed and watered the horses, and Torian even learned how to brush down several of the horses, though he didn’t do it quite the way that Jakob liked. It was well past dark by the time they were finished, and Torian was tired, sweaty, and he was certain that he stunk.

      The men had known something about what was going on. He was certain of it. As much as Torian wanted to believe these were shadow wolves, maybe they really were nothing more than weven wolves.

      As he started to turn away, the soft cawing of a bird caught his attention, and he looked up to see a dark shape flying overhead.

      A raven.

      He hesitated a moment.

      Ravens weren’t terribly common around town. This one was heading west.

      Torian followed, looping around the edge of town, trying to keep the raven in view. It flew quickly, but then it perched on a tree on the far side of town and then seemed as if it were looking down at him.

      It made him uncomfortable. He pressed his fingertips together, forming the beam lantern pattern, and then heaved on the weight inside of him as much as she could, forcing only a crack of power, and then he sent that power flowing along the pathway inside of him until it reached his fingertips. His control was not what it should’ve been since he was tired, but a bit of power seeped out, and he created a lantern beam pattern so that he could see the raven.

      The sudden burst of light caught the raven’s attention, and it darted toward him.

      Torian covered his face.

      But not before seeing that it wasn’t a raven.

      A bird, but too large to be a raven. Torian didn’t know what it was, only that it was enormous. And it flew toward him.

      He hurriedly formed a wind pattern, thankful that he could call on the first-tier wind summoning pattern that disrupted the flight of the creature. It circled, caught in the wind, shrieking violently.

      It’d be easier if Jakob were here.

      Torian raced toward town.

      The closest place that he could find was the barn. He hurried toward it, and when he stumbled inside of the barn door, pushing the door off to the side, he nearly collided with Jakob.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Bird of some kind,” he said, panting. “It attacked.”

      Jakob poked his head out of the door. “I don’t see anything.”

      Torian took a moment to gather his breath, and then he made his way over to the door, where he leaned out, looking into the ever-darkening sky. He didn’t see any sign of the creature. He didn’t hear any shrieking, either.

      But he couldn’t shake the unease he felt.
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      STORM CLOUDS

      The next few days were uneventful. The visitors stayed only a night, which left Torian with more questions than answers. He spent his classes trying to learn as much as he could, determined to focus on his studies to master what Willa and the other instructors were willing to teach, though increasingly, it seemed as if Willa, in particular, wanted to make it difficult to learn anything new. She generally rehashed lessons on first-tier patterns and runes, all of which Torian had heard many times already.

      After the third class in a row where that had been the case, he had been tempted to ask her about it but decided against it. He didn’t want to aggravate her any more than he already had, especially given he knew that he had only a little time remaining.

      Working with his father had been no more rewarding than it had been at first. He continued to run errands on his father’s behalf and was often assigned to clean the shop, much more so than ever before. This even though he still attended class. It seemed to Torian that his father had decided that he was done with school, for all intents and purposes, and now required that he spend more and more of his time working in the shop. He had not been given an opportunity to even attempt a woodturning, though that wasn’t terribly unusual, either.

      It had the effect of making Torian start to look at every industry in town as a potential opportunity, hoping that he might find a different apprenticeship. None were all that appealing to him, and worse, none would pay all that well if he were even given the opportunity. He suspected his father knew that.

      There had been no further sign of ravens or wolves. Torian supposed he should be thankful for that and appreciate that he was not attacked again, but he had questions, and he wasn’t sure who to go to for answers.

      Jakob had been busy. The day after the strangers had left, Cory had Jakob go with him, leaving town on an errand to the south. Torian had tried to caution his friend to be safe, but he wanted nothing to do with it and didn’t pay any attention to his concerns.

      “What if you come across another shadow wolf?” he’d asked as Jakob readied to go.

      The sky was overcast, and there was a hint of thunder in the air that reminded Torian of the day when he’d first come across the raven and the wolf. There had been no further rain, though the sky had been heavy and ominous more often of late.

      “There aren’t going to be any more.”

      “But the bird—”

      “It was just a bird, Torian. Maybe it was acting a little strange, but it was just a bird.” Jakob watched him for a moment. “You know, you could come. Get out for a little while. I think you need it.”

      Torian smiled tightly. “I don’t think that I can.”

      Jakob snorted. “You could, but you choose not to. It’s not healthy, you know. You need to find your own way. Eventually, you will have to. It can’t be what your father or anyone else wants. It has to be on you.”

      What Torian wanted could no longer be. He was no longer going to be sahir. He didn’t know what he would be, but definitely not that.

      They said their goodbyes, and then Jakob left, leaving Torian debating what he was going to do while standing at the edge of the city until someone cleared their throat behind him.

      He spun, only to see his mother standing, watching.

      “Mother,” he said.

      She smiled slightly. Her hair was up in a bun, and she had a traveling cloak over her shoulders, leaving Torian wondering where she was going.

      “I thought that we could walk a bit,” she said.

      “You came out here because of me?”

      “I’ve been keeping an eye on you,” she said. “And I’ve been meaning to have a conversation ever since you and your father had yours.”

      Torian grunted. “I’m sorry that I can’t be a sahir.”

      “Do you think that angers me?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I’ve always wanted you to find your own way. Your brother…”

      “I know,” he said.

      “Your brother had natural potential,” she said. “But he also took that natural potential to places that he should not have.”

      “And I don’t have the same as Liana.”

      “Maybe you do, but you choose not to reach it.”

      “Why wouldn’t I want to reach it?”

      She smiled at him. “What can I say? I don’t have the answer.” She started walking, motioning for Torian to follow her.

      Torian moved carefully, and at one point, he could have sworn that he saw a flash of brown fur through the trees, and he froze. He stared, his heart hammering. He pressed his fingers together in a first-tier lantern beam and tried to force power out of him, failing. Instead, he shifted to a primary light pattern and let some of that leak out into the trees.

      He saw nothing.

      Maybe it was just his imagination.

      “Do you care to tell me what that was about?”

      “Probably nothing,” he said.

      “What do you want to do?” She turned to him, and Torian didn’t know if he had an answer for her.

      “I wanted to become a sahir.”

      “Why?”

      Why?

      The answer was obvious, wasn’t it?

      He wanted that because he wanted to do his brother proud. He had let him down. He hadn’t been able to hold onto the stacked stone pattern when his brother had needed it, and the temple had collapsed, crushing him.

      But he couldn’t tell his mother that.

      “I want—”

      “Be careful, Torian. You need to be honest with yourself.”

      They reached the outskirts of the temple, and Torian stared at it.

      He hadn’t been back to the temple since the day of the storm, though it was a place that students in the school would often visit, mostly because they liked the free space to test what they’d been learning. Their instructors had made it clear that they shouldn’t use the patterns—and definitely not the first or second-tier patterns—around others unless they’d been granted permission because they’d reached a measure of control.

      That didn’t stop most of the students from attempting patterns outside of class, even though they were instructed that they shouldn’t. Most were like him, and they wanted to practice as often as they could so that they could continue to improve their patterns.

      The temple ruins were quiet. There was always something of a somber air about the ruins, but it seemed even more pronounced today than usual. Maybe it was the heaviness to the air, or maybe it was just that he was a bit on edge coming back here. There wasn’t a good reason for that, though, as he didn’t see any sign of the raven—or the shadow wolf.

      “I’m not strong enough. I’ve never been strong enough. Not with the sahir power. I thought that I could learn patterns and find some trick, but maybe Father and Willa are right. I never had that potential.”

      “Or perhaps you always held yourself back. Maybe it’s what happened to your brother that has kept you from reaching your full potential. No one blamed you, you know.”

      She looked around. Torian didn’t know when the last time was she’d been at the temple ruins, though knew it had been a long time. There had been a time when he and she had come out together. They shared interest in exploring. Over time, that had changed. Torian had changed.

      “I feel like I need to make him proud,” Torian said softly.

      “And you don’t think that you are?”

      “I’m not like him.”

      “No. There was only one Leven. It’s like there is only one Torian. And only one Liana. Each of you is unique. I wish that you could appreciate that about yourself. The way that I do.”

      She picked her way up a pile of debris, pausing as the wind caught her traveling cloak. Torian tried to hurry after her, cautious as the rock was unstable in certain places, though he had long ago been familiar with many of them.

      He tottered for a moment on one larger hunk of rock, wobbling as he stood in place. He took it as a challenge, balancing for a while as he tried to look around, gauging whether there was anything else around him that he could see. The ruins were an interesting place, partly because they still carried some of the ancient runic spell work that spilled over, leaving some of the energy trapped in the stone. Torian had always found that intriguing, partly because he had wanted to know if he might even find anything he could learn here. The types of spell patterns used were old, far more archaic than anything they were taught these days. And because of that, he continually questioned if he might find new techniques. There had to be something that an underpowered person like him might be able to learn.

      “If you want to stay in school, I will have a conversation with your father.”

      “Will it change anything?”

      “I can’t say,” she said, turning to him. “I know they haven’t told you this, but you have a good mind for patterns. I think that’s why they allowed you to stay as long as they did. They may have sent you away before now if you didn’t.”

      “Like you?”

      His mother smiled. “I had the mind for patterns but no potential. It always felt… Heavy.” She looked over at him. “So I suppose the two of us aren’t that different, are we?”

      “I always feel like I’m trying to lift that weight.”

      “You always lift the weight, but sometimes you lift the wrong one.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      She started to smile. “You know what, I don’t either.” She swept her gaze around. “It is peaceful out here. I often wonder what it once had looked like.”

      “There are drawings in the school.”

      “I mean something more than drawings. I wonder what it would’ve been like. Smelled like. Felt like. Sounded like.” She closed her eyes, rocking in place. “Sometimes, when I close my eyes, I can feel it. I know it’s my imagination, but it is what it is.”

      They wandered along the stone for a while, keeping quiet conversation, talking about the ruins, speculating on what might have been there, and even talking about Liana and Leven. It was pleasant. Torian lost track of time so when his mother said it was time for her to get back, he still wasn’t sure he wanted to go just yet.

      “Don’t let his memory hold you back. Sometimes you have to let go.”

      She hugged him, then kissed him on the cheek before leaving him and heading back to town.

      Torian wandered along the ruins for a little while longer. He paused at the section where he and Jensen had crawled through to find that strange pillar, now completely buried and unreachable. A bit of light drifted through as if some creature had burrowed through there, but Torian couldn’t see how anything could have managed to squeeze through those gaps. After a while, he realized that it was getting darker.

      He scrambled up a pile of rock, where he stood for a few moments, looking off to the east. Storm clouds seemed to be growing thicker and more intense. He didn’t hear any thunder, but every so often, the clouds flickered as if someone were controlling a beam lantern pattern high up in the sky, using that in the clouds themselves.

      Anyone capable of that level of control and power would be quite the sahir. He didn’t think that Willa could even use power quite like that, though he had never seen the extent of Willa’s power. She was skilled, though. He had seen her using her patterns once, presumably practicing as she had traced through a series of those patterns, though he had not known what she was doing with them. Torian had come upon her late in the day, before one of their evening classes, and he thought that he might talk with her about his training back when he still thought that he had hope of progressing. When he found her, she was working quietly in the courtyard behind the school. It was a walled-in area with additional runic patterns all along the stone that had long ago been placed to ensure that no additional power escaped beyond what those holding the patterns wanted to escape. It was one of the few places in town where students could practice, at least openly, and designed to contain anything they might try. The fact that Willa had come out here and intended to use something similar struck him as surprising.

      He had stood in the doorway, watching. She had her back to him, and it seemed to him that the light reflected off her in a strange manner, making her seem to glow. Torian could not see her hands, so he had no idea what she was doing with the patterns, but there came a dancing beam of light around her at one point that cut off quickly. Wind replaced it, swirling around her, catching her cloak and making it dance. The ground trembled at one point, another sign of the power of her patterns before that faded.

      From his vantage, it seemed as if she flashed through a series of different patterns, and though he couldn’t see them, he could feel the way that she did it, the power that she managed to draw upon.

      He had backed away. Even though he’d been at school for several years at that point, he had never seen such quick switching from pattern to pattern, nor the level of control that she obviously possessed. It left him questioning his purpose at the school, at least for a brief period. He had struggled to master the primary patterns and then had begun to learn the first-tier patterns but did not think that he would be able to do anything like what he had seen her doing.

      Torian pushed those thoughts away as he looked up at the sky, listening to the sounds around him. There was a hint of wind that pulled at his clothing, reminding him of what Willa had done that time long ago. It carried a dampness within it, something that suggested the cool energy of rain coming.

      As he set off toward town, he slowed when he saw Lorent working near his chicken coop, glancing up at Torian when he approached.

      “I’ve been seeing you wandering out here quite a bit more than usual, boy.”

      “It’s just curiosity,” he said.

      “Curiosity like what you and I talked about the last time you came through here?”

      Torian had already forgotten about what he had spoken to Lorent about, which probably was a mistake, as Lorent obviously had not. “That’s right. I did mention shadow wolves.”

      Lorent turned, looking off into the east, toward the darkening sky. The storm hadn’t moved any closer, and the flashes of light that Torian had seen persisted, but much like the storm, they didn’t get any closer, either. That offered him a measure of reassurance as he didn’t care for the way the clouds looked.

      “You mention shadow wolves, then we get strangers coming through town talking about war.”

      “You knew that?”

      “I sit on the town council, Torian. I hear things.”

      “I’m surprised you’re talking to me about it.”

      “It doesn’t do anybody any good to ignore the rumblings that we hear. Not that I believe we are in any danger of war reaching us. We’re too isolated, and we really aren’t an appealing target.”

      “But if it does come…”

      Lorent arched a brow at him. “Are you concerned about that?”

      “I’ll be honest, I hadn’t been, but I don’t know if I should be concerned about it or not. First the shadow wolf. Then the strangers. I can’t help but feel as if something strange is going on.”

      Lorent frowned, turning to look out into the distance. His expression darkened, and there was something of an energy from him. It took Torian a moment to realize that Lorent was using power. He’d never seen him doing so before, but it wasn’t so much what he saw as what he could feel.

      “The rest of the council don’t seem to think there is much to be concerned about, either. We get strangers coming through, and they think the strangers are running after rumors. But I saw the look in their eyes. That wasn’t the look of a man who wanted to drum up rumors. It was a look of men who knew the truth and wanted to make sure others heard it.”

      “What do we do?”

      He shrugged. “Do? Well, out here, we don’t do much of anything. Navarin has enough defenses within the army to make sure that we don’t see any danger. And if we do, we have the sahir from the school to take care of us.”

      Torian thought about that. Other than Willa, there were Gaspel and Heshian, though there had been times when they had as many as five instructors. Two of them had left, taking a successful university candidate off to the south, which had diminished their instructor numbers but not so much that Torian had ever thought much about it. Until now. If they were attacked, and if the school was supposed to provide a measure of defense, there wouldn’t be anybody there to help.

      “You should get back. Looks like the weather is going to turn again,” Lorent said. “Considering how soaked you got last time, I’m sure you don’t want to get caught out in the storm again.”

      Torian snorted. “I really don’t.”

      He started off, heading toward town, passing by a few other farms, though Lorent was the only farmer out and working. The others were probably off tending to their crops, or perhaps gathering supplies, or any of the number of things that a farmer needed to do…

      Farming might be an option for him. There was a certain measure of freedom in farming, and he could actually use some of the things that he had learned at school while farming, so maybe what he needed to do was talk to some of the farmers. Lorent seemed the most receptive to him, but he wasn’t sure how much additional work he might have. Whenever he came across Lorent, it always seemed as if Lorent was working slowly but didn’t seem as if he had an overwhelming amount of work.

      Torian was nearly back to town when the steady rumbling of thunder began to build. He turned to look back in the direction of the storm clouds when he started to feel the steady buildup of thunder rumbling all around him. It was a considerable and powerful source of energy, and it left him shaking with it.

      Torian couldn’t shake the feeling that something was coming—and that he had to be ready for when it did.
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      POINTLESS LESSONS

      “Why don’t you simply practice each of the primary patterns,” Gaspel said, standing out in the courtyard outside of the school, while his body remained positioned and angled toward Eliza and Dary, both of who were working on early second-tier patterns.

      “I can do more than that,” Torian said.

      “It’s not necessary.”

      Necessary. Torian understood what his point was, even if he didn’t say it aloud. It was more than it was not necessary. It wouldn’t make a difference. Anything he might do would not matter. Not at this point. He had thought that they would permit him to continue to work with some of the patterns, but all his classes had been very similar to this, with each of his instructors having some reservation about permitting him to learn anything new. How was he supposed to take advantage of the time he had remaining in school if they would not work with him?

      Worse, Torian couldn’t say anything about it without revealing to the other students that he was not going to return to school after the term was over. He hadn’t even said anything to his sister, and as far as he could tell, his parents had not either. Torian appreciated that, as he had been concerned that they would reveal to Liana that he had only a little while left at school. Once she learned, everybody else in school would learn, as well.

      He moved away from Gaspel, taking up position in the back corner of the courtyard, where he could work without anyone paying attention to him. He twisted so that he blocked Gaspel from seeing him so that he wouldn’t know that he was working on more than just the primary patterns. His gaze drifted toward the sky. There had been no further rumbling of thunder, and nothing to suggest that the storm clouds were moving any closer, though he had not gone out of town since he had returned. When he had mentioned something to Willa, she dismissed his concerns. Torian was not about to continue to raise the issue as he did not think that they were taking him seriously.

      Jakob still hadn’t returned from his journey with Cory. That wasn’t terribly unusual, as they would periodically leave to gather supplies, but it meant the stables were undermanned.

      “What are you working on?” Jensen asked.

      Torian glanced over to the boy. “I’m just working through my patterns.”

      “I miss when I could focus on the primary patterns,” Jensen said. “Gaspel has been forcing me to keep working on third-tier patterns. There’s just so many.”

      Torian snorted. Each tier added another pattern to each of the primary patterns, so the third tier had three of each primary—which Torian didn’t think was that many, though he didn’t get to learn them so maybe he didn’t really know the truth.

      “That means you are getting close to having an invitation to the university,” he said.

      Jensen’s face fell. “I know.”

      “You don’t want to go?” That surprised Torian, as anybody offered the opportunity to go to the university should want to go. They should want to have the chance to learn more complicated patterns so that they could help Navarin.

      “It just means I have to leave home. My younger brother won’t be very happy when I go, and I won’t even get to watch my baby sister grow up.”

      “But you will get to learn things that very few people get to learn.”

      “Well, Gaspel tells me that it’s mostly repetition of what we’ve been doing in school. They want to make sure that our patterns are quick and precise before they permit us to move on to some of the more complicated patterns.” Jensen looked over his shoulder. “He even said that there aren’t that many who progress beyond the fifth-tier.”

      “Well, we knew that. I don’t know what level Gaspel is, but other than Willa, he’s the highest-level sahir that we’ve had in town. And Willa is only here because she grew up here.”

      “I think he’s only fifth tier.”

      Torian turned to look at Jensen. Fifth tier? He would’ve guessed that he was at least seventh tier, though he didn’t have any way of gauging such a thing. At a certain point, the patterns became far too complicated for him to follow. Unless a sahir shared their level, it simply was not something that a person could identify very easily.

      “Well, even if you only progress to fifth tier, it’s still impressive. At that point, you can decide what you want to do. Stay with the university, leave and teach, or go off and serve in half a dozen other ways. You will be a sahir.”

      “That’s what you are, Torian.”

      He shook his head. “I am never going to reach that tier. I can usually make first-tier patterns, and occasionally second-tier patterns, but I still haven’t passed the first-tier sahir testing.” And he never would.

      “Well, I believe you might.”

      “I appreciate it,” Torian said, and he did. It was almost enough for him to tell Jensen the truth.

      “I overheard you the other day.”

      “You overheard me with what?”

      “I overheard you talking to Willa. Did you really see a shadow wolf?”

      He cursed himself, and realized that he should have been more careful. Then again, he’d been sharing with everybody what he thought that he saw to the point where he was certain that somebody would begin to raise some concern about it.

      “They tell me it’s unlikely,” he said.

      “They do?” Jensen asked, wrinkling his brow.

      His hands pressed together, and he flicked between second-tier patterns quickly. It was almost irritating how easy it was for Jensen to move from the concentrated lantern beam to wind funnel to thickening the air and then back to a blast of light. He danced from one to the next so quickly that it reminded Torian of Willa when he had watched her doing the same with some of her even higher-tier patterns. Seeing how easy it seemed to be for Jensen, Torian couldn’t help but suspect that Jensen was destined for something far greater than only fifth tier.

      But he had to have the drive.

      Talent was one thing, but motivation was something else entirely, Torian knew.

      “Those who I’ve told,” he said. “And I don’t really know, to be honest. I think I saw a shadow wolf. I certainly saw a raven, and… Well, you were there with me.”

      “I was talking to my parents about shadow wolves. They said the last time we had any shadow wolf sightings around Sarot was about three years ago. But if the stories are true, they’d have no reason to have come. We don’t have any valsahir to hunt.”

      “I don’t remember hearing anything like that,” he said.

      “My parents told me. Well, my father did. Priests hear everything, you know.”

      “I suppose they do. I wish I could say I knew something, but I don’t. If there was a shadow wolf a few years ago, they kept it from others.”

      Torian began to press his fingers together, working to flip through the different primary patterns, even though he really wanted to work on something more complicated. He finished going through the primary patterns before moving on to the first-tier patterns.

      The primary patterns were unique. They represented different aspects of the power of the Saith: light, dark, air, water, earth, cold, and metal. Torian had most easily connected to light, but he could also use earth with some ability. Air and water were next for him, followed by shadow and cold, with metal the hardest for Torian. Everybody tended to have an affinity for one of the primary patterns. They were primary because they were the basis upon which every other tier built. It had taken Torian a long time to master the primary patterns, unlike some who could use them quite quickly. Most of the primary patterns did not require much power, as they were little more than a runic marker that a person could form temporarily.

      There were a few of the first-tier patterns that Torian could do better than others. The lantern beam pattern was one of the first that he’d succeeded with, though it had taken him nearly two years in school to do so. He had thought that would be just the beginning, and that once he mastered that pattern, it would be a simple thing for him to grasp the others. However, it had been a constant battle, clawing for power as he strained to learn how to push that heavy weight inside of him aside so that he could unleash some of that connected energy into the world. Without having the ability to do so, he would never gain enough power over the first-tier patterns.

      Even now, while he could complete each of the first-tier patterns, he couldn’t do so consistently. His use of light was easiest, and he could usually form the lantern beam pattern. Using earth in the stacked stone was only slightly more difficult. The other five first-tier patterns were more difficult for him, especially any attempt that he’d made to magnetize metal, though partly that was because he didn’t see the utility.

      Moving onto the second-tier patterns was not just a challenge of knowledge of the variations of each primary pattern, as Torian had certainly seen those additional patterns and thought he could form them. It was a matter of not having the kind of strength necessary for him to do anything more.

      Jensen continued to flash through the fourteen second-tier patterns, but then he began to use something even more complicated that Torian had only seen a few times, and he realized that the boy was starting to delve into some of the twenty-one different third-tier patterns.

      “Don’t you get tired holding open your connection?”

      “Tired?” Jensen shook his head. “It’s not really tiring so much as it is a matter of finding a way to keep it open. The only thing that gets tired is me.” He beamed at Torian, flashing a wide grin as he looked over to him. “And I just can’t hold my hands in the way that I need to. Once you get past the second tier, the patterns start to require a finer control over how you hold them.” Jensen lowered his voice, almost conspiratorially. “Gaspel claims that some of the even higher-tier sahir don’t even need to use the patterns. Can you imagine that? Simply calling power without those patterns?”

      “I’d love to be able to do that,” he said.

      Then again, he would need to have far more strength to even be able to make any of those higher-tier patterns.

      Jensen continued, talking to him about the way that Gaspel had been working with him, and he even moved slower through the third-tier patterns as he practiced, giving Torian a chance to watch him, even if they were so far beyond his ability as to be impossible for him to even consider. Some of the second-tier patterns were that way as well. The only second-tier pattern that he ever got close to performing was the lantern beam, and that was because he had learned how to control that one as well as he had at the first tier. At least, that was what he believed.

      Torian worked through the primary patterns, absently listening to Jensen, finding that the boy was not so annoying when he was talking about patterns like this, as it gave Torian the opportunity to see something that he was not often offered. Most of the time, he was kept from seeing the other patterns, as he had not mastered his tier yet, so he was not permitted to that experience. He understood why, as most of the sahir believed that one had to master one level before they were permitted to move on to the next. And normally, Torian would believe that as well, but he did not know whether he could believe it when it came to use of power that he simply did not have at this point. He wanted to gather as much knowledge as he could, so that when he left school, he might still have the chance to practice, whether or not he would ever reach enough control that it made a difference. And, if Torian were brutally honest with himself, he knew it would not matter. He would probably never learn what he needed to have that level of control. It was more than knowledge, which was hard to acknowledge, as it was also more than what hard work could ever bring him.

      When Gaspel finally called them all back together, Torian stood in the back, watching as the other students demonstrated what they had been working on. Dary went first, though he often wanted to go first as if he could show off skill that others didn’t have. At one point, that had been the case, but once Jensen had begun to show real talent, Dary no longer was the instructors’ favorite. Still, he had talent. As did Eliza, Liana, and several of the other students. Then there was Jensen. He stepped toward the center of the gathered students and quickly flashed through the primary patterns, moving on to the first tier, then second tier, and even had some mastery of the third-tier patterns. As Torian had been watching, he hadn’t realized he had managed to have success with those patterns to that extent. It impressed him.

      “Wonderful,” Gaspel said. “Do you see his control? He really is quite talented.”

      “I can do some of that,” Dary muttered, but nobody paid him any mind, which only irritated him even more. And, if Torian were honest, it only amused him more.

      “I don’t think you are that far off from us sending word to the university.”

      Once again, Jensen’s face fell, and he looked glum rather than pleased.

      The one who did looked pleased was Dary. Torian thought he understood why. The moment that Jensen left, he would once again be the favored student. And given that he truly had begun to work on some of his third-tier patterns, it probably wasn’t that long before he was also offered an opportunity to go off to the university.

      Even Eliza had that potential, though she was a little lacking compared to the other two.

      He didn’t even bother demonstrating what he had been working on, and it was a measure of his standing in the school and Gaspel’s view of him, that no one even paid any mind to that fact. It should bother him, but maybe this distance was a good thing.

      And, as Torian thought about it, he wondered if it was intentional. Make him feel as if he were an outsider while in school, so it was an easier transition when he was finally released from his studies.

      The wind picked up.

      Gaspel frowned, and he twisted his fingers in a pattern that Torian didn’t recognize—which suggested to him that it was probably a fifth tier, though he wasn’t certain—and a burst of a wind pattern swirled out from his hands and began to push against the breeze. That was odd, as he wondered why Gaspel would take the time to fight the breeze. Unless there was something that he knew?

      Torian wished that he had the same sort of control over the patterns to try the same thing, but unfortunately, he had nothing useful.

      The other students seemed more in awe of what Gaspel had done than concerned about the reason behind it, which Torian thought was unfortunate. Torian had always found Gaspel to be a little strange. He had lingered in town longer than most of the instructors, other than Willa, and took an unusual interest in students. Most instructors were perfectly content to serve their time and find a single capable student to escort to the university.

      Gaspel continued to work with his patterns, flashing through several different advanced patterns. His face remained fixed in a concentrated expression while he stared off into the distance. Torian couldn’t tell what he was doing, but it felt like the energy of a storm cloud lingered in the air, making him question just what it was that Gaspel was up to.

      Finally, he turned to them, smiling tightly. “Now. Let’s get back to our lessons.”

      The others were eager to learn from Gaspel, but Torian was left watching him, wondering what had just happened. And knowing that he would probably never learn the answer.
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      A WILTING OF FLOWERS

      The winds had continued to shift, carrying a distant scent of smoke toward town. For a while, Torian thought he was imagining it, though gradually began to see a bit of a haze drifting toward town, something like a bit of fog.

      Torian had reached the edge of town in between classes and errands for his father, trailed by Liana. He tried not to be irritated by that, thinking that having some privacy might afford him an opportunity to tell her the truth about his time in school. At least his parents had given him permission to be the one to tell her on his terms, assuming that he didn’t take too long to do so. And then Torian thought he was running out of time. The term would end in little more than a month.

      And I’m still not ready.

      “What are you looking at?” Liana asked. She had been plucking flowers and using a bit of her beam pattern to cause them to glow. At least, she was until the beam lantern pattern caused the flower to dry up and wilt. She dropped it before moving on to the next one. “You’ve been staring off in the distance for a long time now.”

      “It’s the sky,” he said.

      “I don’t understand you. Shouldn’t you be focusing on how you can improve your patterns?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” he muttered.

      “It does too. How are you ever going to learn what you need to go off to university?”

      Torian sighed and turned to his sister. “I’m not. After this term is over, I’m done with school.”

      She shot him an annoyed look. “But you haven’t learned enough to even pass beyond the first tier. And if you can’t pass the first tier, you won’t get your marker, and you won’t be able to be recognized as even a basic sahir.”

      “I know.”

      “So you’re just… quitting?”

      “I’m not quitting. Father decided that I’ve been at school long enough, and I’m not progressing in a satisfactory way for him or our instructors, so I’m going to work with him in the shop. I’m going to become a wood turner.” Or a baker. A farrier. A farmer. A metalsmith. He had gone through all the different possibilities in the days since his father had told him his fate, and none of them really appealed to him.

      “But you hate going into Father’s shop.”

      “I don’t hate it,” he said. “I just… well, I don’t love it, either.”

      “So why are you going to do it?”

      “Willa told him I wasn’t making satisfactory progress, and she doesn’t think that I am of any use in class any longer.” He shrugged. “And you know what, she’s not wrong. It bothered me at first, but more and more, I have been seeing that I just can’t do the same things that all of the other students can do. I want to finish my first-tier patterns, and get my marker, but I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

      Liana was quiet for a moment, and Torian waited for her to tease him or say something like he expected from Dary or some of the other students, other than Jensen, who he actually suspected would be disappointed for him, but she surprised him. “I’m really sorry,” she said, her voice soft. “I know how much you wanted to be like him. You like working with this power more than most of us. Well, more than most of us other than Jensen. I think he loves working with the patterns.”

      “Because it’s natural to him,” Torian said. Just like it had been for Leven.

      “I wish it was that easy for me. Well, maybe I don’t. If it were, I’d be the one told that I’m going to have to leave and go off to the university.”

      “You don’t want that?”

      Liana already had her first-tier marker, and she was never in any danger of being considered something other than a sahir. Regardless of whatever else happened for her, she would always have that marker.

      And Torian had believed that was what she wanted. Could she not?

      “I don’t know what I want. I haven’t thought about that much. I’ve been doing what our parents want me to do by attending school, but I don’t know that I really care that much. I know that makes me terrible.”

      “It doesn’t make you terrible. It makes you honest.”

      “Well, I can honestly tell you that I don’t know what I want to do.” She looked over to him. “What about you?”

      “I’m still working on it,” he said.

      “You don’t want to work with Father?”

      “It’s not that,” he said, breathing out a sigh. “It’s just…”

      “You will figure it out. It doesn’t have to be with Father.”

      It was strange to have his sister offering him a measure of reassurance. They’d never been all that close, though he had always wanted to try to protect her as much as possible while knowing that there were limits to how much protection he might offer her.

      “What’s that?” Liana asked, pointing.

      Torian followed where she was pointing, and his heart caught. He sighted a darkened form in the trees off in the distance, far enough away that he didn’t think they were in any danger of the wolf coming at them, but he didn’t like how close it was to town.

      “We should get back into town.”

      “Why? What is it?” She hurriedly formed a second-tier light beam pattern and sent it shooting out from her toward the darkened shape of what Torian presumed was the shadow wolf. When the light beam struck, there was a flash of light, along with a flicker of energy that crackled in the air, suggesting that her pattern was not quite as pure as it should’ve been, and then it illuminated the wolf.

      This one was larger than the one that he had seen in the stone hut. It was massive. The fur was mostly brown, though some of it looked black. It sat, watching them. It didn’t seem at all concerned by what Liana had done.

      “Is that a weven wolf? I haven’t seen any close-up.”

      “Get back,” he said.

      “Why should I get back? Weven wolves are nice. Everyone says so.”

      “It’s still a wolf,” he said, though he was already pushing his sister back, forcing her toward town. What was she thinking, that she would stay out here while a wolf howled in the distance? It irritated him when she pushed him like this, especially as he didn’t feel like it should be his responsibility to care for her. “Just get moving.”

      She ignored him, as she often did, holding her hands out as she attempted to create a second-tier pattern—and failing. That was unusual, as most of the time Liana could create second-tier patterns without much difficulty.

      “What are you doing?” he hissed.

      “I’m just trying to scare it away. Heshian said that wildlife doesn’t like explosive uses of our power, so I thought I could use a blast of light…”

      Her blast turned out to be not so powerful, though she did manage to unleash a bit of energy as she sent it out from her, which then caused the wolf to perk its ears up.

      Great. Now we have the wolf watching us.

      But then, the wolf had been watching them from the moment that they’d stepped out to the edge of the city. It was the way that the wolf watched that had him more alarmed. There was something of an intensity to it. The eyes of the wolf seemed almost to glow as if they were carrying a power of their own.

      Shadow wolves couldn’t control that kind of power—could they?

      A cawing overhead drew his attention. Torian glanced up and noticed a raven circling overhead. Then another. Then another.

      “So many,” he muttered.

      “What are you going on about?” Liana snapped at him.

      He grabbed her, pulling her back toward town, ignoring her protestations. At this point, he didn’t even mind that she tried to use one of her constrictions on him in anger, as he hurriedly flashed a first-tier wind funnel that pushed away most of the constriction that she tried to use on him. There was some effect from it, but it wasn’t strong enough to do anything to him.

      “Let me go,” she said.

      “We’re going back,” he said. “And you’re coming with me. We aren’t going to stay out here with the wolves.”

      “Wolves? Torian, there was only one wolf, not many wolves. You’re really overreacting.”

      The strangers had spoken about how the wolves moved—and why.

      They didn’t just need to get back—they needed to get back and alert someone. It was what he should have done before, but Torian had been concerned about revealing what he’d been through and hadn’t wanted to say anything that would irritate his instructors or anyone else. Lorent had seemed convinced they were dealing with weven wolves anyway.

      Now… he felt as if he had to get back and say something to Willa or the others.

      “What is it?” Liana asked as they reached the edge of town.

      The wolf hadn’t followed, but Torian found himself turning and looking behind him as they made their way back to town, often pausing so that he could see if the wolf had decided to pursue them. The ravens didn’t reach the edge of town, but the noise of their cawing carried out to him.

      “I need to get to the school and talk to Willa,” Torian said, leaning close to his sister and shooting her a look dripping with irritation. He needed her to listen to him and not go running off and back out of town. “Can you just stay here?”

      “If you are going to talk to Willa, I’m going with you.”

      Torian debated arguing with his sister, but the sounds around him continued to build. A tension settled in his chest that left him feeling anxious. He couldn’t shake that sensation and didn’t know the source of it. “Fine. But let’s go quickly.”

      The wind had shifted, picking up and gusting with more force than was usual. As they hurried through town, passing the bakery, he paused long enough to look up. The wind even pushed out the normally sweet smells of Margaret’s baking, leaving something of a hint of smoke to the air.

      “Do you smell that?” Liana asked.

      At least she recognized that something wasn’t quite right. “I smell it, which is part of the reason that I came here as quickly as I did.”

      Liana shot him a look dripping with irritation. “The reason that you wanted to come was because you heard something. Or you saw the raven. I don’t really understand it, Torian.”

      Another howl came, this one not so far away. Now he started to jog. He felt foolish, but he didn’t care. There was no reason for him to take any more time than he already had. By the time he reached the school, he had pulled away from his sister, and he was panting. He reached the ornately carved door with many of the runic markers etched into it and hesitated just a moment, looking back toward the edge of town. From there, dust clouds seemed to pick up. He pushed open the door and nearly collided with Willa.

      She was dressed strangely. She had long, flowing black robes that were marked with different runic markers and a long, slender rod in one hand.

      “I don’t have the time now,” she said, already starting past him.

      The pale stone on the inside of the school seemed to glow more dimly than usual, and he was left with the question of whether she had intentionally drawn down the power that was here, as it seemed to him that would be the only way that it could have been done. Why would one of the instructors have drawn power down, though? It didn’t really make any sense to him. Normally, the school was awash with the runic power combined with that of the instructors.

      “I saw something, Willa.”

      “He saw a wolf,” Liana said, pushing past Torian, looking up at Willa as she moved her hands in a steady pattern that suggested to him that she was attempting to draw upon a complicated second-tier pattern, though Torian didn’t know if she was fidgeting or if she was trying to demonstrate something to Willa. “We were just outside of town, and he saw a weven wolf. We both did. But Torian thought that it was significant enough to get back and tell you about it.” His sister shot him a look of irritation. He ignored it.

      “It was a shadow wolf. There was a raven. Well, not just one, but quite a few of them were circling at the edge of town.”

      Willa’s expression darkened immediately. “Are you sure about this?”

      “Pretty sure,” he said. “It wasn’t the first time that I saw a shadow wolf.”

      She grabbed his shoulders, looking up at him. Torian wasn’t that much taller than Willa, but in this case, she seemed to be the taller one, somehow.

      “When did you last see one?”

      Liana was looking at him strangely, but he was saying nothing. At this point, Torian started to feel as if he had made a mistake in not telling Willa what he had experienced. And maybe he had. He had allowed himself to think that it hadn’t mattered, but he had been concerned enough about what he had seen that he had known that there was something about it that he should be concerned about.

      “It was outside of the city, near the temple. We were out there exploring and saw a raven.”

      “A raven is not a shadow wolf,” Willa said.

      “I know that it’s not, but when I got delayed when you and the others returned to the city, I could have sworn that I saw one. It was the day of the terrible rainstorm. I got stuck out in it, and I went to the stone hut. That’s when I encountered the shadow wolf.”

      There was a tremble of thunder, and Willa stiffened.

      She hurried away, heading to the door, where she stepped out into the courtyard outside of the school and looked up at the sky. Torian stared after her, and when Liana kicked him, he finally looked down at his sister.

      “What is all of this about?”

      “This is about seeing a shadow wolf,” he said.

      “Fine,” she began, “let’s assume that you actually saw a shadow wolf. Why do you think it matters?”

      “Because of what they mean. They’re a precursor to war.”

      Liana started to smile. “We won’t get any war here. We are too far away from the border with Rusav, and Sarot has been protected.”

      “Not always,” he said, and he pulled away from his sister and headed out to the courtyard, where he looked over to Willa, who was still staring at the sky. But not just with a blank expression. Now he noticed that her hands were rapidly moving, and power built from the pattern that she had started to form. Torian couldn’t tell the kind of power that she used as it was far more complicated than anything he had ever seen, but he could feel the power coming off of her. It radiated from her, washing outward with waves of wind and heat and occasional flashes of color. It took Torian a moment to realize just what it was she did, and when he realized, he took a step back, not wanting to disrupt her attempt at countering gusting toward Sarot.

      “Let me know if there’s anything we can do to help,” he said softly.

      Willa didn’t say anything, nor did she give any indication that she had even heard him.

      “What are you… Oh. What’s she doing?”

      Torian didn’t even turn, not wanting to distract Willa whatsoever from the effort.

      “It seems that she is fighting.”

      “What is she fighting?”

      Torian shook his head. He couldn’t see anything other than a dark cloud moving toward them. And within that cloud were black specks. Dozens upon dozens of them.

      Ravens.

      It was an entire conspiracy. And it was coming toward the town.
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      THE STORM ARRIVES

      When Willa didn’t move, Torian started to think that he and Liana needed to do something else to help her, though he wasn’t sure how or what they would even be able to do. There was no doubting that she was working with power, but the problem was that he didn’t exactly know what sort of power that she tried to combat. Only that she continued to work with a series of complicated movements and patterns that summoned significant power.

      The sky had darkened considerably in only a few moments.

      The ravens circling in it seemed even more ominous as if they would dive down and attack at a moment’s notice, but more than that, as if they would summon the shadow wolves to race into town.

      Over all of it was the strange smoke that he’d seen.

      That was the worst for him.

      “You need to find the others,” Willa said, somehow managing to make her voice sound almost calm. “Gaspel should be nearby. You will need to use the first-tier earth binding to find him.” She was talking to Liana and not to Torian. He couldn’t consistently make any of the earth patterns. “And then you will find Heshian. I do not know where he’s gone.”

      “What do we tell them?” Torian asked.

      At this point, that seemed to be the most important question, though even with that, he wasn’t sure that there was anything that they could say that would make a difference.

      “You tell them that they’ve been summoned to fight.”

      She straightened and turned her focus on the sky.

      Torian wanted to stand and watch, but he knew now wasn’t the time for him to study a powerful sahir. Not until they got the other instructors out here. Even then, it might not make sense for him to stand around and watch.

      “Come on,” he said, nudging his sister. “I’m going to need your help.” He glanced over to where Willa was standing, her hands now pressed up against her chest. Her back was to them, and he couldn’t see anything other than the slight fluttering of her robes. It seemed almost as if the fluttering worked its way along the runic markers on the robes. That left him wondering if there was some sort of power that coursed through her and used the robes to somehow begin to build even more energy.

      Now wasn’t the time to start speculating about such things.

      “Help? Torian… I’m scared.”

      It was the first time that his sister had ever acknowledged fear.

      “I just need you to perform this pattern and find Gaspel. When you do, you can go back home to Mother and Father.” And at this point, it might be the best place for her anyway. It might be the best place for him as well.

      “I’ve never performed the second-tier earth pattern well enough.

      Torian held out his hand, cutting his sister off. “I know that you haven’t very often, and I know she’s asking quite a lot of you.” And it was Willa, not him; that he wanted to emphasize for his sister as he suspected that his sister would be more receptive to Willa’s ask than anything that he might ask of her. “But look out there. Feel what is out there. They need your help.”

      “They don’t need my help.”

      Torian grabbed his sister’s shoulders much like Willa had grabbed his. “Focus, Liana. It’s time that you make this.”

      She took a deep breath, and then looked down at the ground, her hands already beginning to work in the steady pattern. Torian recognized the pattern as he could periodically get it to work, though he couldn’t do it as consistently as his sister could. She fumbled through it once and then hurriedly reformed the pattern, and this time the pattern took hold much better than it had before.

      There was another trembling of earth, only this time it was with a focused sort of pattern to it. Torian had felt that before, as he did have some experience with such things, even though he was not as skilled as his sister. The binding formed a crackle that settled into the ground, which then formed a line that stretched outward.

      He gave his sister a soft shove, sending her forward to follow the line that had formed in the ground.

      The line faded behind them, disappearing. Such second-tier patterns were very weak and could not hold onto enough power that would permit the user to keep the line visible very long. It formed a path for them to follow.

      “He’s over here,” she said, pointing to a small workshop at the back of the school grounds. It was only about ten paces in either direction and built out of the same gray stone as the hut in the middle of the forest. The structure was old, and though there were some of the runic markers along the stone, there were not nearly as many on that as there were on the school itself. “Why do you think he came over here?”

      Torian shrugged. It was a workshop, though it was not one that he had ever been permitted to access. Jensen had come in here, though Jensen was given access to many different places along the school that others were not.

      “What do we do?”

      “We knock,” he said, stepping toward the door and hurriedly pounding on it. He waited a moment, glancing back at the darkening sky, looking for signs of the ravens that he had seen before. He was strangely concerned about them, though wondered if he should be.

      The door didn’t open.

      Liana frowned. “What else should we do?”

      “Well, you could try using one of your second-tier patterns on the door. I don’t know whether it would make a difference or not.” Gaspel might recognize that she had done so, and if he did, it was possible that he would come and see what was going on. That was the hope that Torian had, but he also didn’t know if there was anything that might prevent Gaspel from detecting what she was doing.

      “Which pattern do you think I should use?”

      “Anything that might be able to penetrate the door.”

      He turned away, focusing instead on the sky. It seemed as if a storm had blown in with a furious energy, carrying with it the wind and the ravens. Dust and smoke came with it, drifting on the breeze in such a way that he felt the need to cover his mouth.

      And an energy coursed in the air. It was that which had him more on edge than anything else. Maybe it was just the storm. Or maybe it was the ravens.

      It is neither. It was Willa’s reaction.

      That was what had bothered him.

      The door burst open, a gust of wind starting to push them back. That had to be fifth-tier or higher. Gaspel stood in the doorway, a mask of anger twisting his face. Gaspel had dark skin and thinning hair, with a build that suggested he’d once been muscular—and still might be. “Don’t you know you shouldn’t be playing around here?”

      “We aren’t playing,” Torian said quickly, stepping forward so that Liana wouldn’t take the brunt of his anger. “Willa told us to come get you. Look.”

      Torian pointed to the sky, feeling as if the reason for their sudden appearance was obvious, but Gaspel merely snorted derisively.

      “Willa is afraid of a little storm cloud?”

      “A storm cloud with ravens,” he said quickly. “And shadow wolves.”

      Gaspel’s gaze darted for a moment, and then with a sigh, he pulled the door behind them closed and stormed across the courtyard over to where Willa was standing.

      “I don’t know how to find Heshian,” Liana said. “She wanted me to do it, but I don’t know where he might be. I don’t have the same connection to him. He’s only been an instructor here for a little while, and—"

      “It’s okay,” Torian said, and he wanted to help calm his sister, but he wasn’t sure that there was anything that he could say that would do so. She was trembling. “Why don’t we get you back to the cottage? Mother and Father can keep you safe.”

      “Keep me safe? What are you going to do, Torian? You can barely control your first-tier patterns.”

      “I was just saying that I would get you home so that you could be as safe as possible,” he said, trying to ignore the insult.

      He took her hand and started pulling on her. As they crossed the school courtyard, he realized that they didn’t even need to worry about Heshian as he had joined Willa and Gaspel, the two men standing on either side of her, all three of them with their eyes toward the clouds as if they were in the middle of some prayer celebrating the storm coming in. Only Gaspel’s hands were visible, and they were moving rapidly in a series of patterns that Torian couldn’t follow. He could feel the power coming off them, though. It was significant, and more than that, it was terrifying.

      “Come on,” he urged.

      The three instructors were taking this storm very seriously, which meant that he and his sister needed to take the threat of whatever was coming with equal seriousness. The problem for him was that he didn’t know whether this was a danger to them or not.

      They began jogging through the streets, making their way home. Others had seemed to recognize that something was happening, and they had stepped out of their homes, their shops, or had stopped in the middle of errands and were looking up at the sky. There was nothing more than the wind. No thunder rumbled off in the distance as it had before, and the haze seemed to build, the smoke carrying toward town with much more intensity.

      “I’m scared,” Liana said.

      He squeezed her hand and said nothing as he guided her toward the cottage.

      By the time they reached the cottage, the day had seemingly turned to night. Everything seemed black. There was enough smoke in the air that it made it difficult for him to keep from coughing.

      He had reached the door to the cottage when the first explosion came.

      Liana stumbled forward, the force of the explosion carrying her into the cottage, where she landed on her backside, looking back at the door somehow. Torian had managed to stay on his feet, and as soon as the explosion had thundered, he had turned once again, facing outward.

      The air was now even thicker with dust and debris.

      He began working on his primary patterns, using a bit of wind to try to clear some of the air around him. It was enough to keep him from coughing. He started turning toward his sister, wanting to get back into the cottage, when he heard crying nearby.

      He froze.

      Who’s crying?

      There were a few small children living in the cottages near theirs. Torian didn’t know them as well as Liana did, but that didn’t change the fact that he wasn’t going to simply stand back and stand by while something happened to them. With that explosion, could one of the cottages have collapsed?

      Like what happened with Leven. I couldn’t help him then…

      A dozen different possibilities sprang to mind, and none of them were good.

      Torian hurried along the street in the direction of the crying.

      “Where are you going?” Liana called after him.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said.

      Liana called after him, but he ignored her as he hurried forward. The crying persisted. The debris and dust around him were thick. The explosion must have caused some nearby building to collapse. Then where was it? He couldn’t see anything. Torian began to form one of his primary light beam patterns, but that wasn’t going to be bright enough. He focused, beginning to work on the first-tier light beam lantern pattern, when the ground seemed to ripple.

      He was tossed off his feet.

      He landed in a heap, crashing into a building nearby.

      He shook his head, trying to clear it, and immediately regretted it. His head throbbed. He didn’t think that he had struck it, but everything seemed to sparkle around him as if the air was filled with thousands of stars. Or as if it were filled with the power of some high-tier light beam pattern. If that was what it was, then it was far more complicated than any that he had ever seen.

      He squeezed his eyes shut, letting the pain pass, and when he opened them, he started getting to his feet, wobbling unsteadily for a moment while listening for the sounds of the crying that had drawn him out in the first place. He didn’t know where it was, and when the ground rippled, it had seemed to cut the crying off suddenly.

      “Hello?” Torian spoke the word carefully, not sure who else was out here. He started to worry that something had targeted him the moment that he had begun to draw on his first-tier pattern. Did it recognize what he was doing? “Is anyone there?”

      There came a sense of movement from nearby.

      It was a faint sense, though he wasn’t sure why he should detect that movement nor what that represented. What worried him was the possibility that it might be a shadow wolf. And if that were what he had detected, then he had to be careful.

      Not that I could hope to withstand a shadow wolf.

      The energy of the lantern beam began to form, and he pushed it out from him as carefully as he could to help reveal what he’d seen.

      A slip of darkness moved nearby.

      Shadow wolf.

      That was what it had to be, but the idea that there would be a shadow wolf so close to him left everything within him going cold. He didn’t dare move.

      When he’d seen the shadow wolf in the hut, it had mostly left him alone. Maybe this one would do the same. That was the hope.

      Torian held his hands down at his sides.

      He tried to form another of the patterns, but his hands were shaking. Was that fear, injury, or incompetence? Any of them were possibilities, as much as that pained him to acknowledge.

      The wolf came closer. There was a bit of residual light around him, enough that he could see the wolf, though it rapidly began to fade, making it increasingly difficult to know whether the wolf was coming at him or leaving him alone.

      He needed not just light but light.

      That meant using one of the higher-tier patterns.

      Torian had to try.

      The weight inside of him shifted.

      It was a subtle sense of movement, but it was enough that he could feel that energy sliding through him so that he could lift and expose some of that power. Now he had only to use it. He thought that it would be enough for him to draw through a second-tier pattern, but it would be close.

      His hands trembled.

      Torian forced himself to focus.

      That was what he needed to do right now. Find focus.

      The ground trembled again.

      This time it came from someplace near him.

      He managed to stay on his feet, though the energy that he’d felt seemed as if it might be enough that it would toss him back. The pattern didn’t falter. The light that he’d been forming through the second-tier pattern solidified.

      Then he pushed it out from him.

      A burst of pale white caught the dust in the air, making it seem as if it were glowing more brightly than it would otherwise. The light crackled outward, more energy than he’d drawn in a while. Were he not terrified, he’d be excited about what he’d managed to do. That was a success. Maybe it would even be enough of a success that he could demonstrate to Willa that he deserved a chance to stay in the school and keep learning.

      A figure dressed all in gray appeared before him.

      At first, Torian thought that it was somebody from town, but then the ground around the man began to ripple.

      Torian looked up. He saw no sign of patterns. Nothing to suggest that this was a sahir. But he demonstrated power.

      Considerable power.

      Darkness in the man’s eyes was impossible to ignore.

      Then three other forms began to approach the man, one of them howling.

      Wolves—but they looked nothing like the wolf he’d seen. They were massive, seemingly all fangs and claws, with dark matted fur that looked streaked in…

      Blood.

      They were with this man?

      The power Torian had been holding began to sputter, and then it faded altogether. When it did, he was cast into darkness that his eyes had not fully adjusted to. There was a bit of the light still trapped in the dust, yet it made it difficult for him to see much of anything.

      But he could feel something.

      And what he felt was the ground. It trembled. And then it rippled. He was tossed off his feet. When he struck, his head hit a wall or the ground, as he couldn’t tell which orientation he was in, and Torian blacked out.
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      THOUGHTS OF ESCAPE

      Everything seemed to throb. Torian thought that the ground was trembling as he started to come around, but that didn’t seem to be the case. Instead, it was his head that throbbed, a rolling wave of pain that left him with nausea and agony. He rolled off to his side, heaving the contents of his stomach out onto the ground, though he didn’t know when he’d last eaten. The movement sent another wave of nausea working through him, and he had to force himself to find some way to keep from moving when he threw up once more.

      He tried to move, but everything hurt.

      “Torian?”

      The voice sounded concerned, but Torian couldn’t tell the source of it. Was it Liana? The last thing that he remembered about his sister was that she had been in their cottage while he had gone out to see who had been crying. Then the explosion. Then the shadow wolves.

      “Wolves,” he managed to croak out.

      “We know,” the voice said again.

      Torian recognized it. “Father?”

      “I’m here. Just relax.”

      “What… what happened?”

      “An attack,” he said.

      Torian licked his lips. His mouth was dry. Everything within him felt as if it were raw. That was a new sensation, one that he didn’t remember feeling when he had drawn on some of the power before. Had Torian somehow managed to concentrate the second-tier pattern far more effectively than he ever had before? The effect of it had certainly been more than what he had managed before.

      “What happened?”

      “Just relax,” his father said.

      Torian lay there, his head throbbing, afraid to move. And yet, he could hear others around him. It came from the soft shuffling of footsteps, the sound of breathing, and an occasional whimper.

      Was somebody hurt?

      He opened his eyes, but everything remained dark. He couldn’t move.

      When he rolled over to heave again, pain worked through him so horribly that he passed out once more.

      
        
          
            
          

        

        * * *

      

      Coming around this time was different than before. The pain was still there, and his head still throbbed, though it did so with less ferocity than it had the last time. At least now he felt as if he might be able to fight through it and move without vomiting. There was a bit of light, along with the same haze that he had seen before. He heard coughing nearby. He rolled his head to see who was sitting near him and immediately wished that he hadn’t due to the sharp pain that followed.

      “Father?” Torian barely got the word out.

      “Hush,” his father’s soft voice said from nearby. “We need to keep quiet.”

      “Where are we?” The only thing that Torian could tell was that he was out in the open. Not in the cottage. The sunlight coming down was early morning sun, and there was a hint of a cool breeze that carried more of that hazy dust and ash on it. He would have detected none of that in the cottage. Why wouldn’t his father have brought him inside?

      “We’re in Sarot.”

      “What happened?”

      He tried to keep his voice soft and quiet, wanting to mimic the concern that his father obviously had. It still felt as if he talked too loud, but that might only come from the pounding in his head that made it difficult for him to tell much of anything else.

      “We were attacked,” his father said.

      “By who?”

      But Torian wasn’t even sure if he needed his father to answer. He had his suspicions. The wind coming out of the east carried with it the storm and the thunder. The haze of ash and dust. The shadow wolves.

      It had to be Rusav.

      They had never pushed this deep into Navarin.

      Why now?

      “Just try to rest,” his father said.

      “Rest? How can I rest? Shouldn’t we be getting up and getting ready to fight?”

      “The fight is over.”

      How could the fight be over? He had seen the strange man dressed all in gray, using power—but no patterns. That was the starkest thing.

      Torian remembered Willa and Gaspel and Heshian all standing within the school courtyard, all of them focusing on the power they possessed as the attack had come. Had they taken out that strange man?

      “We won?”

      “No, Torian. We did not win.”

      At that, Torian tried to move, shifting so that he could sit up, but his father pressed his hand on his shoulder. He finally looked over and saw his father’s bruised and bloodied face. He had a gash that had been bandaged on his brow, and blood stained his hair, his cheeks, and even the collar of his brown shirt. There were other bloodstains on his clothing, which left Torian wondering how badly his father had been injured.

      “Mother? Liana?”

      His father didn’t answer.

      “What happened to them?” Torian said the words louder than he probably should have, and his father pressed his hand on his shoulder again, keeping him from moving, which might’ve been a good thing.

      “They gathered the women and the girls.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      “What’s going to happen?”

      “It’s war, Torian. I don’t know what will happen to us. Nothing good.” His voice trailed off at the end.

      Torian shook his father’s hand off his chest, and he managed to sit up. They were in the middle of a clearing, but it was no clearing that he had ever seen in town. As he swept his gaze around him, Torian began to understand why that was. The clearing hadn’t been there before. Buildings all around them had collapsed, leaving the town strewn with debris and dust that added to the ash in the haze. And so much had been lost.

      He looked around him, seeing others that had been gathered together. Men and boys from Sarot. He found himself looking for Jensen but didn’t see him. Those who were here looked like his father, all injured in some way.

      Rusav didn’t want to capture those from Navarin. They had always wanted to destroy. To cleanse. That was what they claimed they needed to do to reclaim these lands for their own.

      “Do you know what happened to Jensen and Jakob?”

      “I haven’t seen Jakob, but they gathered any with sahir talent as well. We haven’t seen them.”

      Torian licked his lips again. He had not been gathered away.

      But he suspected Dary and Jensen had been.

      What about the other students? What would they do with them?

      “What’s going to happen now?”

      “We wait. Hopefully, they do nothing more than install their leaders and move on.”

      Torian could tell from his father’s voice that he didn’t think that would be likely. And neither did Torian. There were stories from the original war where Navarin had split off from Rusav and how brutal their soldiers had been. They had swept through populated areas, cutting down men, women, and children with ruthless efficiency. They had not hesitated to do so. Historians claimed they feared those people would eventually grow up to create a threat, so they intentionally cut them down to stop them from becoming a threat.

      But all they had done was create an enemy.

      Unfortunately, the enemy had not developed enough to resist.

      Torian shifted in his seat, looking around him until he caught sight of a tall man dressed in all gray standing near the edge of the clearing. That was one of the Rusavian soldiers. He saw no sign of a weapon, but perhaps they didn’t need any as they obviously had enough power to form bindings that had quickly ravaged all of Sarot.

      “Do you know what happened to the teachers at the school? Willa and the others?”

      “We don’t know,” his father said.

      “Vand. It’s time.”

      His father turned and looked up at Walter, an older blacksmith who had a shop on the northern edge of town. “Are you sure about this?”

      “We are mostly unguarded. We only have that one that we can see, so we need to make our move. If we wait too long, there’s no telling what they will do to our women.”

      “What are you going to do?” Torian asked.

      Walter turned his focus on Torian. “You studied at the school?”

      Torian nodded.

      “He’s not going to be a part of this,” Torian’s father said. “This is for men. He’s still a boy.”

      “I’m almost of age,” Torian countered. He wasn’t sure why he felt the urge to combat his father when it came to this, though if his father was only trying to protect him, Torian wanted to make sure that he had a chance to let others know that he could take care of himself.

      “We could use someone like him, Vand. Even a boy who’s nearly a man. Especially someone who’s trained in the school with sahir.”

      For a moment, Torian thought that his father might allow him to help, but then he shook his head, waving to the others near him.

      “Not him. I’ve lost so much. I’m not willing to keep losing.”

      Torian started to argue, but his father shot him a warning look, and he decided against it. There would be no way for him to convince his father that he should be allowed to be a part of whatever it was that they intended to do.

      His father went with Walter, and they moved to one side of the pile of debris, leaving Torian alone. His body ached, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as the throbbing in his head. That continued to pound, leaving him wishing that he had some way that he might be able to quiet the steady throbbing that lingered in his mind. It reminded him of the thunder that had been threatening the town for the better part of a week or more.

      Thunder that brought the attack.

      The town looked to be mostly destroyed. From where he sat, he couldn’t see much other than the clearing and some of the other townsfolk. The entire town couldn’t have been destroyed.

      Could it?

      There had been the explosions and the heaving of the ground. Torian had to admit that it was possible that much of what he’d known had been destroyed. He needed to know.

      Getting to his feet took more effort than it should have. His knees felt as if they were swollen, and from the pain that flowed into his back as he moved, he suspected that he’d been bruised there as well. He turned in place, looking everywhere around him, and only then did he fully appreciate just how much destruction had befallen Sarot.

      The town was left in shambles.

      In the distance, he noticed one building still standing, though Torian couldn’t tell anything about it. From where he stood, he couldn’t even tell which building it was, only that it was intact. Mostly. The wall seemed to have cracked, which suggested that it was stone rather than wood, which also meant that the building was one of the older structures in town.

      It seemed impossible that it had been damaged. The older buildings had dozens of runic markers placed over the years by people who had skills that had been lost over time. Those markers should have protected the buildings. What did it mean that they had not?

      Did it mean that Willa and Gaspel and Heshian had all fallen?

      Not Willa. The others were skilled, having trained in the university and reaching fifth-tier status, but Willa was an even higher level than that. It seemed impossible to him that anything could’ve happened to her. No. Far more likely was that they had escaped before the town had fallen. Hopefully, to regroup and prepare for an attack.

      That was what he told himself as he continued to look around.

      Only he wasn’t sure that was the case.

      “You need to sit down,” his father said, returning from the meeting with Walter and several of the other men of the town. He placed a hand on Torian’s arm and guided him toward the center of the clearing.

      Torian followed. Walter stood near the edge of the clearing, seemingly casual, but there was a tension to his posture. He moved his fingers in one of the primary patterns. Torian hadn’t even known that Walter had trained at school, but there were quite a few people throughout town who had some basic education and some knowledge of the primary patterns. It was learning anything more complicated than that which was rare.

      “What’s going on?” Torian asked.

      “Don’t worry about it,” his father said.

      “Something is happening. I see Walter over there—”

      “Don’t pay any attention to him.”

      “But he said that he and some of the others were going to—”

      “You need to just stay here.”

      “Father?”

      His father squeezed his shoulders, forcing Torian to look up and meet his eyes. “I don’t know what’s going to happen here. I wish I did. But Walter is right. We can’t wait too long, as we don’t know what the Rusavians are going to do to us.”

      “What do you plan?” Torian suspected what his father intended, but his father wasn’t a fighter any more than Walter and some of the others were trained sahir. It would be better that they have Torian come with them. At least he could access the first tier, even if he couldn’t do much beyond that. And if they had separated him from the other sahir, then either they didn’t know that he could use those patterns, or they didn’t view him as much of a threat to do so. Possibly the latter.

      “You just need to sit down and wait. This will hopefully be over soon, and then we can figure out what they did with the rest of our people.”

      His father squeezed his shoulder before stepping away from him.

      They were going to make their move, and soon.

      Torian could see that they were planning something, even if he didn’t know what they thought they might be able to do. The thought of his father being a part of it worried him.

      He started toward his father when he saw a pair of the men on the opposite side of the grounds starting to move. They darted toward the far side, moving quickly and seemingly making a point of ignoring the shouts from another one of the guards that Torian hadn’t seen.

      Then Walter darted forward.

      He moved quickly for a man his age, but even in that, he wasn’t quick. Still, it seemed to Torian that what he tried to do was to add to the patterns, even if he was only using some of the primary patterns.

      That wasn’t enough.

      The soldier turned toward Walter.

      With a sweep of his hand, the man withdrew a slender metal rod and whipped it in Walter’s direction. A curved blade erupted from the end of the rod, whistling as it did. A blast of power slammed into Walter, sending him flying backward, where he landed awkwardly. His leg twisted behind him, and his head formed a strange angle.

      Walter didn’t get up.

      The soldier looked around as if daring anybody to challenge, but none did.

      The two men on the far side of the grounds darted back, but another explosive blast seemed to come from nowhere, slamming into both of them at the same time, and they were thrown back, much like Walter. One of the men groaned, not nearly as injured as Walter, while the other man lay moaning softly.

      Torian tensed, half expecting that others who had been involved in Walter’s planning might make a move, but no one else did. That was probably for the best.

      Nobody approached Walter.

      It was almost as if everybody around them decided that getting too close to him would make them complicit. Even Torian’s father backed away, heading closer to him and pausing.

      “Aren’t you going to check on him?”

      “There’s nothing I can do for him,” Torian’s father said.

      “What do you mean? He’s just…”

      But as Torian watched, he realized that his father wasn’t wrong. It wasn’t that Walter wasn’t getting up because he was hurt. Walter wasn’t getting up because he was dead.

      And as he looked at the attackers, Torian couldn’t help but marvel at the kind of power that their weapons possessed. It was nothing like their sahir could do. What they could do was easy. Fast. Brutal.

      What chance did they have against weapons like that?
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      A WILLING TEACHER

      The day stretched onward slowly. The longer that Torian was at the camp, aware of the dangers to him, the more that it seemed as if aspects of the camp began to expand. There were more and more people brought into it. And here, he had thought that everyone who had survived the initial attack had already been brought into the camp, but that didn’t seem to be the case.

      After a while, Torian got to his feet and tested to make sure that he could move without falling and found that he could. His father stayed close to him, and every so often, he would glance over to make sure Torian was okay before heading off and talking with several of the other men, but always returning to Torian.

      “What are you doing?”

      His father looked around nervously. “Planning on how to get out of here.”

      “Is that even safe?” Having seen what happened to Walter, Torian couldn’t imagine doing anything to face the same fate.

      “We can’t stay captives,” he said. “We need to find your mother and sister.”

      At the mention of them, Torian realized that he had barely thought about what had happened to them. They had been separated, and now he was left wondering what could have happened to them.

      The sky was gray and overcast, matching his mood. There had been no further thunder, no rumbling, and nothing to suggest that they had a storm coming, but he worried that they would be caught out in the open if another one did come. In the time that they’d been here, there had been no sign of ravens or wolves.

      “Did anybody see the man who destroyed most of town?” Torian asked when his father came back to him at one point. “I only ask because if he’s with the soldiers, we won’t be able to do anything. I’ve never felt anything like it.”

      His father eyed him strangely. “There were dozens of those soldiers in town. They all worked together to destroy the town. It wasn’t just one.”

      “But there was one who led them,” he said.

      Torian was certain of it. He knew what he had seen, but in the time that he’d been awake, which admittedly was not that long, he had not seen any evidence of that man. Still, the memory came to him.

      “He was dressed all in gray. And he used power unlike anything that I’ve ever seen before. More than even Willa.”

      It was his eyes that had bothered him the most. There had been something hard and angry about them, but more than that, there had been a glowing intensity that had radiated something of a desire for destruction.

      “Just rest. We’ll find our chance.”

      Torian wasn’t willing to just rest. As his father spoke to some of the other men, he meandered around the clearing. He used it as an opportunity to check on several of the others, looking for other familiar faces. There was no sign of Jakob.

      He and Cory had been outside of town when it had been attacked. Maybe they were safe. At least, that was what Torian told himself, even though he knew that it was unlikely that his friend would have been safe from any attack. They often traveled east, which meant that they may have encountered the soldiers sooner than they had.

      A pile of debris with legs sprawled out caught his attention.

      Torian looked around. None of the soldiers, and there was a pair of them nearby, paid any mind to his wanderings. It was difficult to tell where he was in town as most of the buildings had been destroyed, leaving it as little more than rubble without landmarks to follow. No one had bothered to check on the person buried beneath the rubble, though.

      Torian crouched near the legs, then he started to move some stones. Some of them had runic markers traced into them. That wasn’t uncommon in the town, as quite a few stones had runic markers, but this one felt different and distinct. He moved a few more stones and sucked in a sharp breath. The muscular man buried beneath the rubble could be only one person.

      “Gaspel?”

      One of the instructors was here?

      Had Torian been able to warn them, maybe none of this would have happened.

      I should have spoken up sooner.

      Thankfully, Gaspel seemed to be alive. He was breathing but had dried blood on his forehead, along with his chest, and his breaths were ragged.

      Torian continued moving stone out of the way to try to free Gaspel. At one point, one of the soldiers looked over to Torian but seemed to dismiss him. Torian was thankful that he must just look young enough that he wouldn’t intimidate the soldiers.

      Or maybe I just look so unthreatening.

      By the time he managed to get Gaspel uncovered, he was taking ragged breaths. He had a wound to the side of his head and one on his thigh, both oozing blood. Torian dragged him free of the debris. He tore strips of fabric free and began to bind Gaspel’s leg wound, and then another strip of fabric to wrap around his head.

      If Gaspel survived, they would have a fifth-tier sahir.

      A nagging doubt came in the back of his mind, telling him that it hadn’t mattered before, as if it had, Gaspel and Willa and Heshian would’ve stopped the attack.

      But they wouldn’t have had much time to do so. With Gaspel, they might have an opportunity to try to fight back. They knew the women were nearby, as they had heard them but had not seen anything. If they could find a way to get past the soldiers, they could get to the women and get away…

      Gaspel moaned.

      He was alive.

      “Gaspel. It’s Torian. There was an attack.”

      “An attack?”

      Gaspel sounded confused, his words slurred.

      That can’t be good.

      “Do you remember it?”

      Gaspel opened one eye, looking over to Torian. “I remember fighting. I remember thunder. We fell. Too fast. So fast…” He brought his hand up to his head, rubbing the bandage that Torian had placed, and winced. “What happened?”

      “You were hurt. Badly, from the look of it.” He hurried and looked around, finding his father talking to two other men before turning his attention back to Gaspel. “Wait here. I’m going to get help to move you. We can’t have you so close to the soldiers.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because there are no other sahir here. If they learn about you, I don’t know what they’re going to do.”

      Gaspel took a slow breath, the only reaction he had, before falling silent.

      Torian got up and hurried over to his father. His father shot him a look of warning, but Torian pulled on his father’s arm. He forced his father to get closer. “Gaspel is here.”

      His father frowned. “Who?”

      Torian motioned for his father to get closer. “One of the instructors at the school. He’s a fifth-tier sahir.” At least that high. He might even be higher, though most of the sahir didn’t share their level openly. At least, not with the students. “If we help him, we might be able to use him to help us get to the others.”

      His father inhaled deeply before nodding. “It’s not a bad idea.” He stepped over to two of the other men, one of them Regalin, a man that Torian had some experience with, and they spoke quietly. His father motioned toward the pile of debris, and the men hurried off, leaving Torian to trail after them until his father gave him another warning look and motioned for him to stay behind.

      Torian was the one who had found Gaspel. He was the one who had dug him out. And they weren’t even going to let him help?

      The men carried Gaspel toward the center of the space they occupied. When they set him down, Gaspel’s eyes were open again. He was looking up at the faces around him before settling on Torian. He frowned.

      “Where are the other sahir?” he asked softly.

      “Gone,” Torian’s father said. “We don’t know what happened. They were separated. The soldiers have some way of sussing out who can use that power.”

      He looked over to Torian, and there was a note of disappointment in his eyes.

      Torian hated seeing that, and he hated the fact that he felt a bit of relief in the fact that he obviously didn’t have enough power for the soldiers to even consider important enough to keep him separated from the others, but he was glad of it.

      “I’m not going to be able to do much right now. I can’t feel my connection.”

      “Just try to rest. We will get you some food and water, and you can recover.”

      Some of the others stepped away, leaving Torian and his father with Gaspel.

      Torian took a seat next to Gaspel, who looked over, frowning at him. “I could help,” Torian offered.

      “I don’t know how much you can do at this point. It was too much. I’ve never felt anything like it before.”

      “Give us some space, Torian,” his father said.

      “Father?”

      “Let the men talk,” he said.

      Torian took a deep breath and moved off to the side, taking a seat far enough away that he didn’t get his father’s irritation but not so far that he couldn’t try to listen. He didn’t dare use any of his patterns to attempt to control the wind so that he might be able to listen, though he was tempted to do so. A primary pattern might bring some of the sound to him, but it took at least a second-tier pattern, and preferably higher, to have any real control over the wind to draw words to him. Even if he had that kind of control, it would be noticeable.

      And so he sat and watched as his father leaned over, speaking animatedly to Gaspel. When he was done, Torian waited before making his way back over to Gaspel and taking a seat next to him.

      “I’m sorry about what happened,” Torian said.

      Gaspel rolled his head toward him, wincing. “Your power has always been erratic. Perhaps we need to see if we can find a way around that. You have reached second-tier patterns before. Most people who struggled to get past the first tier can’t ever reach second tier.” He coughed. “For us to get through this, I’m afraid that you need to learn as much as you can, even if it means forcing things.”

      “What?”

      Gaspel licked his lips. “I get the sense that they’re impatient. For good reason, as no one knows what Rusav might do when they attack. It’s been too long since we’ve faced anything like this, so it’s possible that they might not have much use for us. More likely, though, is that they move us to a work camp.” He inhaled deeply, then coughed. He winced again. “I doubt we will all survive a work camp. And if we get there, there will be no saving the others from town. If we’re going to try anything, it’s going to have to be soon. Otherwise, we lose our opportunity.” He started to sit up, and he winced again before forcing himself upright. “You might be weak, but you can use some of what you know to try to help. You’re going to have to. And I’m going to have to show you what I can in the time that we have.”

      He sat across from Gaspel, and he listened with rapt attention. Gaspel talked about different patterns, though all of them were patterns that Torian had known before. He made a point of showing Torian each of the first-tier patterns, then variations on them that he claimed he would learn if he went to the university. Each of those variations were subtle shifts of position, all of them designed to try to draw upon even more power but different ways of using it. He moved on to the second-tier patterns and then paused.

      “Maybe the first tier is all you need to know,” Gaspel said.

      “I can use some second-tier patterns, but I can’t do it consistently. Show me.”

      Gaspel looked around. It was growing darker, which was to their advantage, as the soldiers wouldn’t be able to see what they were doing. So far, none of the soldiers had paid much attention to what they were doing, though Torian began to worry that they might start to watch if they noticed power. As far as he could tell, Gaspel had not drawn upon any power of his own, simply showing him patterns. And he understood why. The patterns required both the use of power, along with the appropriate technique. He could practice the technique now so that when he did attempt to use power, he would be ready.

      “I suppose it doesn’t hurt. I can show you as many as I can. Maybe you will have some luck with powering even higher-level patterns.” He breathed out in a sigh. “Or maybe I’m just wasting my time. I hate this,” Gaspel said softly. “I could have been on the front line.”

      “Would you have wanted to?”

      “I trained to do this, Torian. I have always wanted to help our people. I served in Sarot only because this is where I was assigned, not because this was my choice. But I understand the danger. I’ve seen it. When you live along the border, you can’t help but see it.” His voice fell quiet, distant. Torian had never seen this side of Gaspel. What had the man experienced? It must have been awful. “These are your people.” His voice fell silent again for a few moments, and then he shook his head. “My people, I suppose. Whatever. We will train you as much as we can. I don’t know how much time we have, but at the first opportunity, we’re going to test taking out one of their soldiers.”

      “And if it doesn’t work?”

      “Then you had better hope that we have another way of doing it. So. Can you still see well enough?”

      He couldn’t, but he wasn’t going to say that to Gaspel. He had never had a willing teacher like this. Despite his inability to see as well as he would like, he leaned close, watching Gaspel’s hands as he started to flash through a series of second-tier, and then third-tier, and finally fourth-tier patterns. Each tier built on the one before it, with each tier adding another variation of each primary pattern. The shifts were subtle enough that many simply couldn’t remember them, but that had not been Torian’s issue.

      “I don’t know the third-tier patterns,” Torian admitted.

      “You know all of the second-tier patterns?” Gaspel asked.

      Torian nodded. “I know the names and what they’re supposed to do, even if I can’t reach them.”

      Gaspel took a cautious breath as if trying to decide whether it would hurt him. “You’re pretty good with light and earth. Maybe that’s what we can start with. Fire ball and earth split might be useful against them, but if you could get wind, you could use it to listen…”

      He demonstrated each variation as he said it. They were complicated, but Torian thought he could make the patterns. It was the power that he lacked.

      “Water would be good, as you could probably heal some with it.”

      “Can you heal yourself with a more advanced pattern?” Torian asked.

      “I’m trying. It’s… complicated.”

      He didn’t explain, and Torian knew not to push.

      “The others will be difficult if you don’t have affinity for the second-tier, so let’s start with those.” Torian nodded, and Gaspel began to steadily—and slowly—work through each of the patterns, including repeating second-tier patterns that Torian liked to think he knew but couldn’t use. After a while, he sighed. “That’s all I can show you now. It’s getting too dark. I can’t even see what I’m doing.”

      “I could use a primary pattern to give us some light,” Torian suggested.

      “Too dangerous. We can try again in the morning.”

      Reluctantly, Torian nodded. As much as he wanted to see more, and as much as he wanted Gaspel to show him more advanced patterns, his instructor was probably right. His mind spun with the different types of patterns that he had just seen. They were impossibly complicated. He would need to see all of the third and fourth-tier patterns again and again before he had an opportunity to even consider using them, though he was getting ahead of himself. Even if he knew the construct, he didn’t have the strength.

      It raised a question for him, and it was one that he thought that he could ask of Gaspel. He didn’t even need to see the man to get the answer.

      “How can I get stronger?”

      “Most believe strength to be intrinsic, but your strength has fluctuated. I don’t really understand it. When I first came to this town, Willa told me that you had little potential.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. What she didn’t say was that your strength fluctuates. Now we have to figure out how to control it.” He coughed again before falling silent for a long moment. “Get some rest. I think we’re going to need it in the days to come.”
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      BLADES OF WIND

      The next day went far too slowly for Torian, but partly that was because he still ached, and the constant pain made it difficult for him to move. After Walter’s death, no one risked getting close to him, and finally, a pair of the Rusavian soldiers came in, grabbed Walter by the legs, and dragged him away. When they did, others around where he’d been lying finally began to fill in the space where he had been.

      Everything felt strangely unsettling as no one dared to talk. The one time that Torian started to ask his father a question, he was quickly silenced. As the time passed while Gaspel continued to rest, Torian began to focus on his primary patterns, positioning himself so that no one could see what he was doing.

      Torian didn’t want to deal with the strange weapon the soldiers had, but he was curious about it. It was tied to runic patterns, he was certain, but not at all like he would’ve expected. And Gaspel didn’t seem to know about it, either.

      If they had a blade like that, he suspected they had other weapons. The type of power it had unleashed struck him as similar to what the sahir used, but it didn’t seem to involve any structured patterns.

      Did that mean that it had runic symbols on it?

      The army had weapons with runic markers on them, though Torian didn’t know anything about them. When he had asked Gaspel about them, he shook his head.

      “They take time and power, neither of which we have much of. And such a thing would be noticeable.” He looked over to where one of the soldiers stood with his hand resting near his strange weapon. “And unlikely to be nearly as powerful as what they have.”

      At one point, as Torian picked his way along the grounds, his father caught his wrist, shooting him a look. Torian had heard the women camped nearby, though he hadn’t seen them. There had been no sign of the captured students, and from what Gaspel had said, he had not felt anything, either, though he had hesitated to use much power.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” his father asked. He kept his voice little more than a whisper, leaning close to Torian, but there was an agitation to his words.

      “I’m just trying to see if I can’t learn anything about their weapons.”

      “And get yourself killed?”

      Torian didn’t want to argue, and he certainly couldn’t blame his father for wanting to keep him safe, especially after what they’d seen. Torian felt as if he were responsible, in some small way, for failing to appropriately warn his instructors. That motivated him to try to find whatever he could that might help his people, even if there wasn’t anything that he could do about it.

      “He’s not wrong,” Gaspel said.

      Torian looked over to where he was seated. His breathing was slow, and Torian didn’t know how badly he was injured, though Gaspel made it sound like he would be fine with time. “I know he’s not wrong, but they have runic-marked weapons. I was hoping that I might be able to see something from them.”

      “No markers on them,” Gaspel said. He sat up, looking over to one of the nearest soldiers. “Not that I saw. I don’t disagree that they have some sort of runic pattern on them, just that I didn’t see it.”

      “How do you think they did it?”

      “I’m not a battle sahir. That was never my interest. Others might know those tricks. Well, Willa might have if she had survived.”

      “She would have?”

      “She had quite a bit of battle experience before coming here, from what I could tell. She didn’t talk about it, but you can see certain traits in a person. Living along the border reveals those things.” He swallowed, trying to suppress a wince but not doing a very good job.

      “Why don’t we work on what you can show me?”

      His request was twofold. Partly it was for his own education, as Gaspel had been far more willing to teach given the attack, but partly it was so that he could keep Gaspel talking and alert. He had a feeling that he needed to do that for him.

      Gaspel nodded. They worked, and by the time night fell, Torian was tired but felt like he was getting a better handle on some of the runic markers. Far more than he ever had with his school training.

      “Do you think we could make weapons?” Torian asked at one point as it grew darker.

      “Not easily. And nothing like what I saw them using. They would be able to overpower anything I could make. I’m sorry, Torian.”

      Gaspel’s eyes drifted closed, and though Torian wanted to push him to keep working with him, he knew that he needed a break. Torian studied the soldiers instead.

      The soldiers kept the blades hidden to the point where he didn’t even know if they had the weapons on them at all times. That might be something they could test if any dared to do it. Torian didn’t know what they were waiting for nor why they had kept them here and alive. If they wanted to escape, they would need to test the defenses, but doing so risked getting injured—or worse, ending up like Walter.

      The sun had fully set when a pair of soldiers appeared and pointed to Jayme Owenth and Roland Grastenly. They had been sitting together quietly near the northern part of the grounds when the soldiers appeared and motioned for them to join them.

      Torian ignored his father trying to hold him back and slowly worked his way toward the men to see what was going on. As he neared, another soldier suddenly appeared, whipping the extended blade toward him.

      “I’m sorry,” Torian said, taking a step back.

      He looked down at the blade, thinking that he might have an opportunity to make sense of the runic patterns on it when a blast of wind struck him and sent him staggering back. He clutched his chest, thankful to be alive, though it throbbed painfully.

      “Torian?” his father whispered, slipping his hands under Torian’s arms and lifting him. “You need to get moving. It’s not safe for you to stay here.”

      “I just wanted to see what they were doing,” he said.

      “Just leave them be,” his father said.

      Torian sat up, rubbing his chest. He hadn’t been struck nearly as hard as the other men nor as hard as Walter. But it still hurt.

      The power that had hit him had been highly focused, which suggested that it was the equivalent of what he imagined a third or fourth-tier wind pattern to be like. But the man had done nothing other than flick his wrist.

      The men that had been guided away returned carrying a barrel, both of them struggling with it. They dropped it and motioned for people nearby to join them.

      “They were sent for water,” Torian said.

      “It looks that way.”

      “I need to get some water for Gaspel. I worry what’s going to happen to him if I don’t.”

      “I think we need to worry all the time here, Torian. Until we know what they intend to do with us, we must remain vigilant.”

      
        
          
            
          

        

        * * *

      

      Morning came slowly.

      There had been enough water in the barrel for everyone to drink, and Torian was no longer as thirsty as he had been. He was hungry, though. His stomach grumbled loudly, ignoring the water he’d given it. He wasn’t the only one, as several of the people around him had started to make comments about needing to eat. Anytime that Torian started to nod as if he were going to join in the complaining, his father gave him a warning look to tell him otherwise.

      “We don’t need to give them any reason to pay attention to us,” his father had said at one point. “We want to try to blend in as much as we can. Avoid notice.”

      “You keep hoping that they’ll leave. What if they don’t?”

      “They don’t want to occupy us. They just want to claim these lands. It’s between Rusav and Navarin. Nothing else.”

      Torian wasn’t sure that he believed that. Why destroy a town so far removed from the border if it wasn’t about occupying? None of this made sense to him. His father didn’t bother to try to explain it to him, though Torian increasingly thought that his father didn’t know what to say. At one point, Torian brought up that he hoped Liana and his mother were well, but that had only served to make him even quieter.

      “What do you think they’re after?” Torian asked Gaspel.

      “Can’t say that I know. They don’t push this deep into Navarin. The last time was nearly a fifty years ago. That they’re willing to do it now suggests they’re after something, but I couldn’t begin to tell you what.” He looked to Torian. “We have to hope the sahir in Corsalt get word of what’s happened and send help. That’s the only thing that’s going to make a difference, I fear.”

      They talked a little while longer, with Gaspel running Torian through a few more patterns to show him what he needed to do, even though he didn’t push any power into them, before telling him to rest.

      By the time morning rolled around, Torian had not slept very much. He was not nearly as achy as he had been before, though his back and head still hurt. At least he could move without feeling as if the pain would cause his head to explode. Torian anticipated that the day would be much like the last but was surprised when soldiers began to kick anyone who might be sleeping and motioned for everyone to get to their feet.

      “What do you think is going on?” Torian asked.

      As they got moving, the sound of distant cries drifted toward their camp.

      It was the women.

      Everybody turned toward that sound, but the soldiers threatened with their strange weapons, forcing the men and boys to get moving, pushing them toward the outskirts of town. Most around him began to murmur quietly, wondering what was going on here, but Torian remained quiet and watched. The soldiers took them east.

      “We’re leaving?” someone asked, and did so a little too loudly.

      One of the soldiers used their strange blade, though it didn’t blast at anyone in particular. It just sent the wind overhead crackling with that power and left it with an energy that burst outward.

      “Let’s just keep quiet,” someone else said.

      “What’s that going to do for us? They’re taking us away from our homes!”

      The man complaining was Miller Warnog, an older man who ran a general store in town, though Torian hadn’t known him well. Most within town would recognize him, as his store was always well supplied. He walked with a bit of a limp, so it was easy to put space between him and the others.

      “Someone should help him,” Torian said. Torian would help, but he was focused on helping Gaspel, who struggled to keep pace. If he didn’t use his powers near the soldiers, he should be safe—the same way that Torian was safe.

      “We keep moving,” his father said.

      “You want to leave them behind?”

      His father looked at him. “I want to do whatever it takes to keep you safe.”

      “I’m nearly a man, Father. You don’t have to protect me. Let me—”

      Something struck him from the side, and Torian went staggering forward.

      He stumbled, dropping to the ground, scraping his knees. When he looked up, he found one of the soldiers carrying the weapon, pointing it at him, but then with the flick of his wrist, the blade disappeared. Torian hadn’t even seen that soldier there. They simply appeared. Did they have some way of concealing themselves? Or worse, could they transport themselves over distances? He didn’t have any real knowledge of what kind of power the Rusavian soldiers possessed. His mind created far too many possibilities, though none of them could be real, he knew.

      As they marched, Gaspel struggled. His breathing was a bit more erratic. He had been stable since Torian had helped free him from the rubble but now seemed to struggle more than he had before. Torian kept watching him and saw the tight lines in Gaspel’s face, along with the strain of the effort it took to keep moving.

      When they reached the stream on the outskirts of town, the soldiers permitted them a break to drink. Gaspel needed that, as well. He helped the other man and then took the opportunity to fill his stomach, knowing that food might be scarce. Now that they were out of town and walking, there were some berries and edible plants that might help, but short of providing meals for them, Torian doubted that they would get anything to eat anytime soon.

      The murmuring among the townsfolk faded over time, dropping off to a steady silence that persisted as they marched. Some of that was tied to tiredness, Torian suspected, though some of it came from fear. No one wanted to say anything that would put them in danger.

      As they passed the stone hut, Torian found his attention drawn away from the road and away from the march, looking through the trees. There was a part of him that watched for any sign of shadow wolves or ravens, but he saw none of that. When someone nudged him from behind, he quickened his steps and tried to keep his focus off of it.

      When they reached the ruins of the temple, he found several of the soldiers climbing over stone, whipping their strange blades at the rock, causing it to crumble and explode. They worked quickly, almost as if this was part of their mission. One man stood off to the side, seemingly directing the others. Torian had not seen him before, though he wasn’t close enough to see what he was doing other than that he seemed interested in what the soldiers unearthed as they destroyed the ruins of the temple.

      “Why would they care about the temple?” Torian asked.

      “They have always viewed the temples as a sign of defiance. They were where we first resisted, so if you study some of the runic patterns, you can see those earliest signs.”

      “Is that why you had us studying the ruins?”

      Gaspel shook his head. “There is nothing left here. That was more Willa’s doing. I think she values it because this was her homeland. I would probably feel the same if I were in my homeland.” He took a deep breath. When he let it out, he started to cough, blood burbling on his lips that he quickly wiped away. “I wonder if they fear some danger remaining within the temple despite it having long ago been destroyed.”

      Even Gaspel’s voice was weaker now.

      The soldiers didn’t seem to realize that the temple was harmless at this point as they continued their steady trek through the remains of it, carving down different parts of stone with the blades they carried. Each time they cut through a particularly large hunk of stone, Torian could feel something as if they released some pent-up energy that had been waiting for release.

      By the third time he winced when they cut through the stone, his father started to frown at him deeply, watching him with an expression filled with concern. Torian found himself anticipating the cuts through the stone, which made it worse as he didn’t actually think that he detected anything, just that he had started to let himself believe that he did.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “You look like they’re whipping you.”

      Was that what he looked like? It didn’t feel like he was whipped, only that there was a distinct presence that left him feeling… raw. That was the only way that he could describe it, and he thought that his father wouldn’t understand. Strangely, that sense seemed to be connected to the weight inside of him that he had to push aside every time that he wanted to unleash any of the power of the patterns.

      “It’s just that I think I feel what they’re doing. I know it’s not true and that I probably can’t feel anything, but that’s the way that it seems to me.”

      Gaspel wobbled. “I’ve been trying to carefully test for anything, but it is difficult. And draining.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “I’ve tried to put out a call for help, but I doubt it has been heard.”

      “What do you mean put out a call?”

      “It’s a seventh-tier earth binding,” Gaspel said softly.

      Seventh tier?

      When Torian stared at him wide-eyed, Gaspel smiled weakly. “I am not a seventh-tier sahir, Torian. But like you, I have learned a few different patterns beyond my level. At a certain point, it becomes technique as much as it is power. And I understand the earth technique quite well. I’ve been trying to get help, but there is no answer. It makes me wonder what has happened to Corsalt.”

      He said the last with barely a whisper, sagging.

      Torian tried to help him up, but Gaspel shook his head. The color had drained from his face. He started to cough again, wiping a sleeve across his mouth.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t teach you more. Don’t let them learn what you can do.” He said the last in between coughs, barely loud enough for Torian to hear. Then his head sagged forward.

      “Gaspel?”

      He didn’t move.

      Torian checked for breathing, for a pulse, but there was nothing.

      Gaspel was gone.

      Torian’s father crouched down next to him. “I’m sorry.”

      “I thought… I thought he would recover. That he would help us get free.”

      It was more than Gaspel being Torian’s true hope for escape. He was an instructor Torian had known for years, and who had continued to work with him even when he failed to progress.

      And had I spoken up sooner…

      Maybe Gaspel would still be alive.

      Maybe he and Willa and Heshian would have been able to stop the attack before it even reached them. Now how would they escape? Torian was no substitute for Gaspel.

      “There is no escape, Torian,” his father said, as if knowing his thoughts.

      The soldiers made steady work of the temple remains, but after a while, they seemed to grow bored with the work and stepped out of the ruins. Those soldiers leading them on the march forced them forward again, and Torian and his father had no choice but to comply.

      As they left the temple ruins behind, he felt as if he were leaving the last of what he knew behind with it. The road stretched in front of them, heading east, and carrying them deeper into Navarin, but even as it did, he felt as if he were getting drawn further and further from any way of saving his sister and mother, and deeper and deeper into a war that he had never thought that he’d be a part of.
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      PLANNING AN ESCAPE

      The next day was spent on the road before the soldiers veered them onto a narrow path, taking them somewhat to the north. Torian wasn’t familiar with this pathway, though it didn’t seem as if the soldiers cared all that much. Since the destruction of the temple, more soldiers had fortified their ranks, which made any consideration of escape nearly impossible.

      Torian had no time to grieve Gaspel the way that he thought his instructor deserved. He’d fought on behalf of Navarin and had fallen, just like others had. And maybe as Torian would if this persisted.

      Torian’s feet became sore. He hadn’t planned for a long walk, though he wasn’t the only one who suffered. There were quite a few from town who struggled with the steady march, though they had quickly learned not to complain. The soldiers had proven themselves ruthless. Every so often, they would hear the sound of voices through the trees, making Torian think that the women traveled alongside them but far enough away that they could not see any sign of them. Knowing they were there and just out of reach gave and took away hope at the same time.

      At one point, Pordath Jamel, a butcher who had owned a successful shop in town, had stumbled and struggled to get up. Torian looked back, worried about the butcher, as he had been a kind man. The soldier who had been near him kicked, catching Pordath in the chest.

      It was cruel, but at least it was better than using the blades on him as they had with some of the others. Plus, he was a large man with plenty of cushion that should help prevent the worst of the blow.

      Pordath still didn’t get up.

      Torian willed him to try to stand. He was tempted to head back and help him himself, but when he started to pull away, his father caught his arm, shaking his head tightly.

      Finally, the butcher got to his feet. He stood for a moment, wobbling. Most in the caravan were slower than the soldiers wanted. They had water, as the soldiers required two men to take turns carrying the barrel they brought into the camp. Torian had quickly learned to drink as much as he could early on and then drink throughout the night to stay as hydrated as possible.

      The soldier nudged Pordath again.

      “We don’t need to go like this,” the butcher said, waving one of his meaty arms at him. “You haven’t even told us what you did with our women and our children.”

      The soldier nudged him again.

      “Just let it go,” Torian’s father whispered.

      “Let what go?” Torian asked.

      His father shook his head. “He needs to let this go. He’s only antagonizing them.”

      “Shouldn’t we antagonize them? If we all acted at once—”

      “You’ve seen what they can do with those blades of theirs. If one of those weapons were to strike you, what do you think would happen?”

      “They can’t get all of us,” he said.

      “You might be surprised.”

      As Torian watched, Pordath continued to push the issue, wobbling for a moment as he angrily shouted at the soldiers, which even Torian had to agree was a mistake. Finally, he went too far. He jabbed the soldier back when he gave Pordath a shove to keep walking.

      The soldier whipped out his strange blade, and without even extending it fully, he struck the butcher in the chest. He collapsed immediately, gasping for air. Blood burbled from a small wound in the center of his chest. The soldier kept walking, leaving Pordath lying there.

      Two men, including Oldant, Pordath’s younger brother, tried to head over to him, but the soldier held his blade outward, forcing them back. They had to leave him alone.

      They continued marching along the narrow path through the trees toward some unknown destination. Maybe even to their homeland, but why would Rusav care about people from Sarot?

      Torian couldn’t take his eyes off the butcher lying on the road, dying alone.

      “Are they treating the women like that?” someone nearby had asked.

      No one had answered. None had dared.

      But Torian couldn’t shake the image of the brutality that he’d seen. What if they were treating the women like that? They wouldn’t pose the same physical threat as the men, but even the men weren’t much of a threat when confronted by the terrible blades the soldiers carried, and that said nothing about the other that Torian had glimpsed during the battle. There would be nothing that could be done to stop them. They had to put up with what came and hope that they survived.

      Only… what are we surviving for?

      That thought had started to creep into his mind during the march.

      By the end of the day, Torian’s feet were blistered from bare feet inside of his boots, and his mouth was constantly dry from lack of water. Smoke on the horizon drew his attention. There was a sense coming from that smoke that suggested that there was something powerful to it, but he didn’t dare hope that it was anyone from Navarin that was there to help.

      It seemed too much to hope. They been walking on the road for the last few days and had not encountered anybody from Navarin during the entire time. It seemed as if the caravan expanded, though Torian wondered if that might be his imagination. Every time he looked through the trees, it seemed as if there were more soldiers standing guard.

      “I think that might be Corsalt,” his father said, though it seemed to Torian that he spoke mostly to himself and not that he was talking to Torian.

      Torian looked over and found his father staring off into the distance, frowning. If it was Corsalt, did it mean that it was still standing? It was the home of a powerful university, and there would have been hundreds of sahir there. Certainly, Corsalt should still be standing.

      Only as they continued their walk and the smoke continued billowing in the distance, Torian began to wonder if it could still be standing. Maybe it had fallen. But if that were the case, then it had fallen around the same time as Sarot had fallen. How could Rusav have coordinated everything so well?

      He continued practicing the lessons Gaspel had given him. Not only because they helped him understand how to use his sahir power better, but also because he wanted to honor Gaspel’s memory. There had to be something in what Gaspel had taught him that would help him and the others. All he needed was to overpower the soldiers, get the men free, and then they could make plans for going after the women.

      And Liana and the other students.

      That would come last.

      “They would have spread themselves too thin,” a man next to his father was saying.

      Torian glanced over to see who his father was talking to. It was Regalin Wane, a carpenter that his father had often worked alongside for various projects. Torian knew him to be a good man and couldn’t imagine what he must be going through worrying about his three daughters and his wife.

      “We don’t know what sort of preparations they made,” Torian’s father said. “How long have they been planning this attack?”

      “It had to have been a long time,” Regalin said.

      It was a long time, but Torian wondered why now.

      “Maybe there are still sahir left in Corsalt.” That was his hope, though Gaspel had made a comment that left him worried that there might not be the help they hoped for.

      His father glanced over. “Can you tell anything?”

      It was the first time that he had asked Torian to try to use his patterns. Torian had avoided doing so, partly because he didn’t want the soldiers to recognize what he was doing but partly because his father had made a point of telling him that he needed to steer clear of giving the soldiers any reason to pay any more attention to him than anybody else. As one of the youngest among the men, he had been treated differently and viewed as less of a threat. In that regard, Torian figured they were right. He was not as much of a threat. There were a few others around his age, though Torian had not had much of an opportunity to talk to them, even if he had wanted to. Anytime he attempted to reach one of the other boys that were in the camp with the men, the soldiers would step in between and prevent him from doing so. They were kept in small groups that way, which Torian suspected was intentional to keep them from coordinating some sort of resistance.

      “It doesn’t work like that,” he said, keeping his voice low.

      “But when we were at the temple, you said you felt something.”

      Regalin was watching Torian.

      “That was the temple. This is different. You’re asking me to try to detect something from a distance. It doesn’t work like that.”

      His father looked over at him with irritation. “Maybe I should have listened to your mother.”

      “About what?”

      “She wanted you to keep studying, but I thought it was a waste.” He looked off into the distance toward Corsalt. “I thought you were just learning tricks.”

      “Not tricks,” Torian said, feeling as if he had to explain himself. “I can use some of these patterns, but most of the patterns are going to be ineffective when it comes to trying to find anything over a distance like that.” The smoke still had to be a dozen or more miles away. If it was Corsalt, they had made steady time, despite going by foot. Corsalt was a good two days by horse, and here they were only four days out of town by foot. Maybe it wasn’t nearly as close as it had seemed. “If I were capable of some of the higher-tier patterns, I might be able to detect something else, but…” He didn’t miss the brief flicker of irritation in his father’s eyes.

      “We won’t know if Corsalt still stands unless we try something, Vand.” Regalin was leaning close to his father and keeping his voice low, but not so low that Torian couldn’t hear it. “That’s our hope, you know. We get away, and we can see if they’ve got the women marching in front of us.”

      When they camped for the night, lying in the middle of the forest, with the soldiers surrounding them off in the trees, Torian sat and listened to the sounds around him. Darkness fell quickly as the soldiers had pushed them until it was nearly completely dark, and he had drunk as much as he could from the barrel that several of the men were forced to carry. It was brought into the center of the camp for them to drink from. His stomach no longer ached as it had before. It seemed as if the longer that he went without food, the easier it was for him to forget that hunger pang deep in his belly. Water did take some of it away, but not all. Torian could feel himself growing weaker, and given the steadily decreasing pace of the march, he suspected that others suffered just as much.

      His father and the others gathered quietly, plotting, and though Torian hoped to catch a glimpse of what they were doing and planning, they didn’t permit him. Gaspel had taught him some of the third-tier patterns, including one of the patterns of air that would permit listening if only Torian had the strength to use it, but he didn’t dare reveal the possibility that he was sahir.

      Only… I’m not. I can’t even pass the first-tier patterns.

      He tried to push those thoughts aside, but they intruded. He was no danger to the soldiers who had his mother and his sister trapped someplace else.

      His father got to his feet, and the others looked as if they were going to try something with the soldiers when there was a commotion in the distance.

      Torian sat up. Others were joining them.

      Not just other soldiers, but other men, equally weary, quiet, and beaten as many from his town looked.

      “What is that?” someone nearby asked.

      “I see Firen Tor among them. Which means they are from Warsin.”

      It was a large village that was a few days walk from Sarot.

      “Why bring them here?”

      No one answered. When some of the men from Sarot attempted to get closer, the soldiers prevented any intermingling of the people of Warsin with those of Sarot. What was worse was that there were more soldiers that had come with them. Many more.

      His father and the others continued their quiet conversation about escape, but even Torian could tell that there would be no hope of escape. Not now, and maybe not ever.
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      A FLASH OF LIGHT

      They spent the next day traveling along the same road, little more than a narrow path that stretched through the trees. It was late in the day when the soldiers stopped them, surrounding them on all sides and keeping them from making their way any further forward.

      Torian had been quietly practicing the primary patterns and had begun to work through the first-tier patterns when the soldiers stopped them. It wasn’t so much that the soldiers had stopped them as it was that they were not alone when they stopped.

      They reached a clearing where there were others present. As far as Torian could tell, there had to be several hundred other men, though they remained quiet and silent. It had to be another town or village, but there were not nearly as many of them as Torian would’ve expected.

      “What do you think is going on?” Torian asked his father, who had stayed close, though every so often would go off and talk to some of the other men.

      “I don’t know. We’ve been talking, though, and we might need your help.”

      “For what?”

      His father looked over to him. “They are bringing more men together, Torian. We are going to have numbers soon. So we need to be ready to push against them. Do you think that you will be able to do that?”

      Torian looked down at his hands. Could he? He hadn’t been able to use his patterns to keep himself safe when the soldiers had first attacked in Sarot. He had never been able to use his patterns consistently. Not even when it meant protecting himself.

      But if he could do this, they could break free, go after the women, find the other sahir, and he could get Liana back. Someone needs to protect her.

      “I can use the primary patterns, and I might be able to use the first-tier patterns. It’s not going to do much.”

      “It doesn’t have to do much,” his father explained. “We need it to serve as a distraction. Nothing else. All we need from you is to make it seem like somebody is using those same tricks. Can you do it?”

      Torian nodded, not bothering to correct his father that they were not tricks.

      In his case, they might only be tricks, though.

      “We will come get you. We’re thinking it’s going to have to be tonight.”

      “Why tonight?”

      “If we wait too much longer, they are going to have an opportunity to have more soldiers, which is going to make it too difficult for us. And it’s possible that they are going to get us too far away for us to do anything. We are only a few days from Sarot, but now we are several days from Warsin, and the gods only know where these others are from.”

      “Why does that matter?” Torian asked, having a hard time seeing where his father was going with this.

      “Because they were waiting for us.”

      His father headed away and went to talk to Regalin, engaging in quiet conversation.

      Night fell, and everybody was quiet. They were given water but no food yet again. Torian wondered why they were even offered water if they weren’t going to feed them. Were they trying to keep them alive, or were they trying to slowly kill them?

      When the darkness had fallen in full, Torian’s father motioned for him to join some of the others near the center of the gathered men, as far away from the soldiers at the edge of the camp as possible.

      “Now, what can your tricks do for us?” Regalin asked. Torian couldn’t see him very well, but he recognized his harsh voice.

      There were five others, including Pordath’s brother, Oldant. The others were men that Torian recognized but didn’t know all that well. Most looked as tired and thirsty as he felt, which made this a more dangerous plan.

      “I can do most of the first-tier magics,” he said, keeping his voice low, glancing over to his father, who watched him without much of an expression. “I can try to do some of the second-tier, but not reliably.” He didn’t really know any of them other than Regalin, and there was a part of him that worried about revealing too much to any of these men.

      “That might work,” somebody said, though Torian couldn’t tell who it was. “It won’t work against their weapons, but it might not need to. All we need is for them to think we have sahir coming to help.”

      “Then we overwhelm them,” Ragalin said.

      “That might work, Regalin,” Oldant said. His voice was harsh and he managed to keep it low, but there was a bit of a rumble to it when he spoke. “We can use that. Let’s say the boy uses something like the light that I always saw up at the school. That’s got to be helpful, don’t you think?”

      Regalin looked at Torian as if trying to decide how much help he might actually be. “How much light can you make?”

      “Well, the first-tier light beam pattern doesn’t generate that much light. I can do a little.” It might not do as much as they were hoping for, but Torian didn’t know exactly what it was that they wanted from him anyway.

      “Any light will be enough,” one of the other men said. He was the one who had spoken first and seemed to have some knowledge of sahir abilities. He was short and had a solid build. His eyes shone with darkness and energy as he glanced around at the others. “If you can use any earth, that’s going to help, too.”

      Torian nodded.

      “So what’s the play?” Oldant asked.

      “We have to give him time to get outside of the boundary,” Regalin started and leaned down, whispering something to the others. Torian was on the outskirts of their planning but tried to lean in so that he could hear what they were saying. “We use him to draw some of them away, and then we make a run at the others. They won’t be able to handle all of us. We pass word around to the others that we are doing it, and those that want to help can, and those who are too afraid can sit back and wait.”

      Torian didn’t need to warn them that some would get hurt.

      “Do you think you can do this?” Regalin asked. “Don’t say it unless you think you can. The rest of us are putting our necks out there on this strategy.”

      “I can do it,” Torian said, already preparing himself. He could feel the heaviness deep inside of him the way that he always did, with just a little bit of the power streaming around that heaviness. If he could push against it, freeing up enough power that he could remove that, then he believed he might be able to have enough strength to make the first-tier pattern, and he might even have enough for a second-tier pattern. The more power he could draw, the easier it would be to make it seem like other sahir were coming.

      “Good,” Regalin said. “We draw them away, overpower them, and then we figure out how to use those swords of theirs to go after the women and girls. Got it?”

      After they planned for a little while longer, some of the others began to sneak through the camp. The effect was a quiet energy beginning to spread. No one spoke, but it seemed to Torian that there was a bit of excitement.

      And he was key to all of it.

      He didn’t have to be. They could rush the soldiers, he suspected, and even with considerable numbers, it was unlikely that they would be able to overpower everybody, but if he could draw them away…

      It meant that his task was the most dangerous.

      Was that what he wanted?

      He had studied to be sahir. That was the role of the sahir. Especially those who had come before him, those who had protected Navarin when Rusav had attacked long ago.

      They might have had valsahir.

      Torian pushed those thoughts aside. There were no valsahir. That was little more than a myth.

      “It’s time,” his father said, touching him on the shoulder. “If you don’t think you can do this, tell us now. We will make different plans.”

      He could see from his father’s expression that he doubted that Torian could.

      Much like he had doubted that Torian could help him in his shop with anything more than running errands.

      His father thought that Torian was useless.

      He wasn’t useless. He might never have passed testing for his first-tier medallion, but that didn’t mean that he didn’t have some knowledge.

      First, he had to get moving.

      His feet hurt. His body ached. His mouth was dry. Hunger still left him weak.

      None of that was going to slow him now.

      “I can do this.”

      He moved as quickly as he could, keeping his head down as he jogged forward. When he reached the edge of the camp, he looked at the men who were seated and watching him. Torian took a seat for a moment, looking around when commotion near him drew the attention of the soldiers stationed not far from the edge of the campsite.

      “Go,” a voice behind him hissed, though Torian didn’t know who it was.

      He darted toward the edge of the campsite.

      And felt as if he had reached some sort of barricade.

      Sahir power?

      Maybe it was a test. Maybe they had some other way of holding them.

      Torian focused on that heaviness inside of him and formed the first-tier stacked stone pattern as that was the only thing that he could think of. The ground rumbled in front of him. It was just enough, but he slipped through, though he felt some pain squeezing him. When he stumbled into the darkness, he raced forward. And then he stopped.

      He was out.

      This was what he wanted. An opportunity to prove himself.

      He wasn’t a sahir, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t help his people.

      “I saw something,” the rough voice of one of the soldiers said, coming from not all that far from behind Torian.

      He needed to be careful, as he did not need those soldiers to know that he was there, but it was behind him. He had reached the trees, and now that he was in the trees, he slowed, pushing his back up against one of the tall oak trees. He thought that he heard movement coming from behind him, but then there was another shout. Then another. It came from back in the campsite.

      Torian started working on his patterns. He began with the primary patterns, beginning a faint buildup, using that for him to feel the weight inside of him begin to shift. He needed to do more with it. He needed to lift it.

      There was always a small amount of power streaming around the weight. If he could lift it, even slightly, he could draw out a bit more power and create something more like the second-tier pattern.

      Torian had been taught to push against that weight. Most of his instructors described what he called the weight as a natural limitation, but there were times when Torian could push beyond his natural limitation. He knew that was the only reason he had managed to stay in school as long as he had, out of some hope that he might be able to find a way to meaningfully surpass the limitations that he had.

      Now he had to.

      He pushed against that weight.

      He had attempted to do this many times and usually futilely.

      This time was different. This time he had to succeed.

      With a heave, he managed to get only a little bit more of that flowing through him. It had to be enough.

      He hurriedly formed the first-tier lantern beam pattern before realizing that maybe he could draw on something else. Perhaps more power. He shifted his finger position into a second-tier lantern beam, and then released that into a burst that exploded upward and toward the campsite.

      Only a moment later, he felt an explosion.

      It was like a thunderclap, and the ground trembled. There was another. Then another.

      Was it the attack?

      Torian raced through the trees and continually used his power. Another burst of lantern beam energy arced through the trees, shooting overhead. He lifted his pattern, moving into a stacked stone earth pattern, though only first tier. Already he could feel his strength fading.

      He pushed again, trying to find that strength inside of him, but it was difficult.

      They are counting on me.

      That gave him a bit more strength. Get free of the soldiers and free the women, and then he could go after the captured sahir and save Liana and his mother. He might not have been able to save Leven, but he would save them.

      Torian heaved again, feeling some strength building.

      He circled through the trees, listening to the crackling of power coming from the captives. It seemed to be coming less and less than it had been before.

      They had to be winning, didn’t they?

      He slipped forward, readying to unleash another lantern beam pattern or perhaps a stacked stone pattern when he saw crackling flames through the darkness. Torian crept forward, moving carefully.

      What he saw left him frozen in place.

      Soldiers holding onto their strange, dangerous blades strode through the camp. All of the men from the camp were lying motionless. When somebody moved, a soldier would jab at them with the blade, cutting them down.

      They had been slaughtered.

      Cleansed.

      Was that what they meant?

      Every last one of them. Including his father. He couldn’t see him, but he had to have been among the others. Now lying motionless, like the rest of the conspirators, along with the others they had recruited, causing everyone to be murdered.

      And Torian had not been able to help.

      He stood for a long time. The soldiers seemed not to notice him, for which he was thankful. He noticed a single figure unmoving in the middle of the other soldiers. There was something about the way that the flames caught the man’s eyes that reminded Torian of the one who had attacked in Sarot.

      A powerful man.

      And if he was here…

      They would’ve had no hope of escape.

      He looked back, trying to move away, using whatever power he had remaining to send stacked stone out through him, into the ground, to mute his passing. When he felt like he was far enough from the clearing, he turned, and he ran.
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      GUIDE THROUGH THE TREES

      Torian reached a stream. A strange, cold numbness worked through him.

      He was alone in the forest. Strange attackers might be out and pursuing him. And everyone from his town had been slaughtered.

      He wandered for a while until he realized that he had no idea which direction he was heading. He lost track of time, but when he came across another clearing, he froze. He approached slowly, trying to use the stacked stone earth pattern. However, not having enough strength, he was forced to resort to a primary earth pattern to mute his feet. When he neared the clearing, he froze.

      Hundreds of bodies lay littering the ground.

      There was no sign of soldiers here, and he felt nothing through the earth to suggest that there were any dangers here, but he knew what had happened. Worse, he knew, without even looking, what this was. The women.

      He focused on a primary pattern of light, creating a hint of energy around his fingers. He shifted his hands, aiming at each of the women. They had been cut down the same way that the men had been. Had they staged an attack?

      No. They wouldn’t have.

      Which meant…

      It meant this had been the plan all along.

      Bring them away and slaughter them.

      Why here?

      As the thought intruded, Torian had no answer, and he knew that it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that he search and find his mother and Liana. He picked his way through the bodies, growing increasingly numb as he looked at lifeless face after lifeless face until he came across a scrap of fabric that he recognized. It was a simple woven scarf that his mother had favored.

      Torian dropped to his knees next to her. He rolled her over, and her lifeless eyes looked up at him.

      He wept.

      He didn’t know how long he crouched next to her, holding her lifeless body, crying, and didn’t care. He had lost his brother years ago and had come to understand grief, but losing his parents was a different kind of agony. Especially his mother. She had been the only one who had tried to encourage him, even when he felt like he could not be what he wanted.

      A sound in the trees caught his attention, and Torian froze. It didn’t return.

      But he couldn’t stay here. The soldiers might return. Worse, that strange man might come here. Unless he was here already. Maybe the women had been slaughtered before the men.

      He leaned forward, kissed his mother on the cheek, and then got to his feet.

      Liana still needed him. If he were to die, no one could help her.

      What makes me think that I can?

      Someone had to try. Why not him?

      He slipped away and once again felt a strange resistance against him. Torian focused on the earth, using a hint of the primary pattern to try to push against what he felt, but that didn’t work. The heaviness inside of him was almost too much, but Torian heaved again and managed to form a first-tier stacked stone pattern, pressing down through the ground, which freed him enough to step over whatever strange barricade was here. Then he headed into the trees.

      He wandered aimlessly, moving from tree to tree, trying to stay hidden as he did.

      When he finally rested, he did so near the stream before plunging his hands into it and cupping water to his mouth. Thirst came first. He drank until his stomach stopped complaining and then retched, making a point of doing so along the shoreline, before cupping his hands in the water again and drinking even more.

      In a moment of despair, he couldn’t help but wonder why he had been the one to have escaped.

      Chance. That was it. Because he had wanted to prove to his father that he could use his tricks, as his father wanted to call them, as a distraction. Had he not, Torian would have been in the camp when the others had been slaughtered. He would have been dead.

      And nobody would be concerned about Liana.

      A shuffling in the trees caught his attention.

      Torian straightened, looking into the trees, readying his hands into the position of one of the first-tier patterns. Wind. That might push back something and buy him some time. Maybe what he needed was the lantern beam pattern as there would be more of a likelihood that he could use that to blind someone coming through the trees so that they wouldn’t be able to follow.

      Gradually, he shifted the pattern so that he held a different pattern, moving toward the light beam, but holding onto a portion of the wind funnel. The combination was possible to release, though it was inefficient. At this point, efficiency might be most important, but he also wanted something that would surprise.

      Nothing came.

      He relaxed, but it was short-lived.

      The sound came again.

      This time it was closer.

      He stood on the edge of the shore, listening to the sounds of the water lapping through the stream and decided that he would be best-served wading into the stream to make sure that he could escape were it needed. The water might hide his scent if there were wolves present.

      Why hadn’t I thought about that before?

      The shadow wolves hadn’t been seen since the day of the attack, but considering that he had seen them, they had to be a part of this, as well. The soldiers probably trained them as part of the attack. Which meant he had to be careful. Stay in the stream and be ready.

      Only he hadn’t seen any wolves surrounding the clearings. And he hadn’t seen any sign of wolf attacks when the others had been slaughtered. That had just been the soldiers.

      That didn’t mean there were no wolves here.

      Torian moved carefully.

      Then he felt something in the trees.

      He needed to see what it was. A primary light pattern would be enough.

      He didn’t need to do much more than that, though in this case, it was a matter of drawing on the primary pattern in such a way that it would only light a small area around the tips of his fingers, not much further than that, so that he didn’t lose his night vision. And he had to be careful that he didn’t push too much of that out from him and risk the attention of the soldiers if they were out there.

      Of course, they’re out there.

      They thought there was a sahir in the forest.

      That was reason for them to follow. They would have wanted to get out into the trees and see who else might be here. And with their blades, they wouldn’t have to fear anyone, if they did at all.

      They had slaughtered all of those men and women easily.

      How had we ever had a chance?

      They wouldn’t have had a chance, and perhaps that was the point.

      There had been nothing that they could do to counter that kind of power. Maybe Willa and Gaspel had tried, but would they have been enough when those strange blades could cut through a tree?

      Turning his focus back to the primary pattern, he brought the tips of his fingers together, and a steady glow began to build. Using the primary pattern didn’t require that he push so much of the weight that always pressed through the center of his being off to the side, so he didn’t have to try to heave it out of the way. That was why he could be proficient with the primary patterns but not have the same proficiency with the first-tier patterns that were only a little removed from that.

      He swept his hands out from him, looking around.

      The darkness had seemed absolute at first, but the more that he stood there and tried to look through the darkness, the easier it was for him to see that there were gradations in it. He could make out the individual trees. In this part of the forest, it was still mostly oak and pine, but there were a few other species that dotted the forest. His gaze darted between the trunks, looking for what he’d heard.

      Nothing.

      He’d overreacted.

      He turned again, slowly moving so that he could sweep his fingers out from him, letting the glow carry a little further with each passing moment. He hadn’t wanted to push too much of the power out from him, but now that he grew increasingly comfortable with the possibility and likelihood that there was nothing else here to be concerned about, Torian grew increasingly brave. He waded along the stream, moving as quietly as he could, though he suspected that the sounds of his passing were obvious to anybody that would come through here. Not only was it likely that he splashed a little bit, but he believed that his breathing was too loud. How could it not be?

      Just as he began to relax, he turned and saw a pair of glowing eyes looking at him from between a pair of pine trees.

      Torian froze.

      There was a strange smell near him. That allowed Torian to relax. A smell meant a weven, not a shadow wolf.

      But it was nearby, and…

      It was near the remains of a fox or something about that size.

      Torian had to be ready. He couldn’t let the wolf attack, though he wasn’t sure that it even would. He pressed his fingers together tightly, and he focused on the weight buried inside of him. With a heave, he tried to lift that weight. The technique was something that he had learned early on in his days in school. It wasn’t something that the instructors had taught, as none of them described what they did in order for them to access that power as moving a weight.

      “It’s a power buried inside of all of us,” Willa had said. She had been the instructor with him the longest, which probably made sense why she was the one who had grown tired of his failure to progress. “Some can reach it more strongly than others, but all have a connection to it. It’s a gift of our people.”

      Torian had been no more than ten years old at the time that she had told him that. He remembered thinking about what she had described and knowing that there was a power inside of him, but also knowing that any time that he attempted to reach it, he failed.

      “Heavy,” he said.

      Willa had regarded him for a long moment before frowning. “Sometimes squeezing that power out feels heavy,” she said as if that were the description that was more appropriate. “What you must do is find your technique for squeezing it. Some describe it as wringing your hands together and squeezing the equivalent of mud through them.” Her wrinkled brow and the slight pursing of her lips suggested to Torian that wasn’t the technique that she used. “Others describe it as finding a way to generate a fountain and propelling the power.”

      “Is that what you do?”

      “I am sharing with you the different techniques,” she said.

      “I’m sorry I can’t do what you want. There’s just something inside of me that doesn’t let me use it the way you want me to.”

      He had already demonstrated a few of the primary patterns. That was the reason that he had been granted permission to come study at the school. Inside Sarot, access to the school was limited to those who showed potential. Torian’s parents had been pleased that he had demonstrated potential as it was always deemed useful to the town and the people, and that there was a certain measure of pride in that potential. His mother had been especially excited about it.

      Willa watched him with a sour expression in her eyes, though that was not uncommon for her. “There is no heaviness. There is either talent or none. Perhaps you don’t have any. Or perhaps whatever talent you have means that you will not have much strength.”

      Torian pushed away those thoughts, staring into the darkness at the wolf that looked back at him.

      He wasn’t going to have much strength. That much had proven true. But he had learned that from time to time, he could heave, pushing against that weight and freeing more power than he normally did. And in those moments, Torian had access to far more power than he normally did. He had done it in order to escape from the soldiers and run into the trees. He would do it now.

      He heaved, pushing with all the strength that he had.

      When he did, he felt that energy buried inside of him. It felt as if there was a stone sitting on top of a well, and if he could somehow find a way to move that stone, Torian would have greater access to it. But the stone was enormous, and he was just a little person.

      He managed to move the weight ever so slightly and gain access to a crack of that well. It was enough that he thought he could push through that and gain some of the power. He pushed that power out, running it through the channels inside of him and directing it down both arms, where it began to glow. As he took on the power and concentrated it through his fingertips, he shifted the position of his fingers so that he could form the first-tier pattern. On a whim, he moved to the second-tier pattern.

      His fingers glowed brightly. Power coursed through him. The second-tier pattern was so much easier when he had access to the necessary strength to control it. He continued to push on that and then began to let the lantern beam pattern glow out from him. As it did, he saw the outline of the wolf.

      And then he froze.

      The shadow wolf he’d seen had been massive, with dark fur that had seemed to absorb the light of his patterns. This was smaller in stature, with a similar length snout and ears that swiveled as if they were listening to sounds only the wolf could hear, and eyes that glowed with a pale yellow light. This wolf’s fur was almost a golden color, a deep, rich brown that he only saw as he pushed out the power through the second-tier pattern.

      Torian tamped that power down.

      It was difficult to gain control over it once it began to push out from him, and he struggled with it. He did not want to release it as he didn’t want to give the soldiers anything to follow. Drawing on the power that he had might already be enough, though.

      The wolf bounded past him, pausing in the stream and drinking for a few moments before turning and looking at him. Its tongue lolled out of its mouth, giving the wolf the appearance of smiling at him.

      Torian couldn’t take his eyes off the wolf, though partly because he knew better than to risk shifting his attention at all. He had to find power so that he could defend himself if necessary.

      The wolf simply watched him.

      “Go on,” he whispered to the weven wolf.

      Torian held his hands at the ready. The wolf didn’t move.

      The rustling didn’t change, either. It came, but it seemed to come from the opposite direction than from where Torian had come.

      His heart began to hammer.

      Am I going to have to fight?

      He was no soldier. He barely knew enough of the patterns as it was, and though he could use those patterns as a distraction, he had no misconceptions about how much power he could draw on his own. If it came down to needing to fight, Torian was fully aware that he would be an ineffective soldier.

      It was time to get moving before any of the soldiers came looking for the possibility of a sahir attack. Torian tried not to think about how that might have instigated the slaughter in the first place, how he might have been the reason behind it.

      He backed out of the stream.

      The wolf continued to watch him. It hadn’t moved.

      “Go on,” Torian urged.

      If nothing else, he didn’t want the wolf to end up between him and the soldiers. Weven wolves were travelers’ friends. This one seemed strange, as if it just wanted to watch him rather than want to help in any way.

      Torian couldn’t go back the way that he had come with soldiers following him.

      The wolf sat up.

      “Good. Get moving,” Torian said.

      It bounded across the stream, splashing a little too loudly. Then the wolf sat across from him, looking up at him.

      “What do you want?”

      The wolf wagged its tail. Its head turned, twitching and looking the way that it had come.

      “Do you want me to follow you?”

      Weven wolves were said to be the traveler’s friend. Maybe this wolf wanted to be his friend.

      Another thunderous crack came. Torian couldn’t shake the feeling that they were coming straight toward him. The soldiers must have detected his use of the power, though he hadn’t been that discreet with it.

      “Fine. I’ll go with you. Just… lead me someplace safe.”
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      A LOST ROAD

      Torian never did see what caused the other rustling that he’d heard through the trees. The wolf guided him through the forest, bounding away before returning and waiting on Torian. The first time the wolf had left him, Torian thought that it had decided that he had gotten to safety, but then it had returned a few moments later, nudging him in a different direction.

      At one point, he traced his fingers through the wolf’s fur. He didn’t do it intentionally, but when he petted the wolf, it offered him a strange reassurance.

      They’d walked for about an hour by his accounting when the wolf suddenly stopped.

      They’d reached a small clearing where the forest had started to thin. Torian had never been here before, though he suspected his father might have been seen here in his wanderings while looking for strange and unique wood to use for his turnings. If his father had managed to get away, he might be able to find his way back.

      But back to what?

      The wolf had stood with its nose pointing up, sniffing softly. The wolf’s ears twitched, swiveling slightly. It made Torian wonder just what the wolf detected. In a night like this, he would love to have that ability.

      And maybe he could help.

      Since they’d set off, he hadn’t drawn on any of the patterns. Having heaved as much of the weight to reveal the power that he had, still quite a bit of energy ran through him. It surprisingly made the walk easier, though Torian had never held on to power before. There had never been the need—or the opportunity. Most of the time, he had to push what he drew out through the patterns as soon as he formed them. This was a different feel.

      A primary pattern wouldn’t draw enough of the wind to make a difference, though it would be the easiest on him. If he were to use the first-tier wind funnel, he could summon more of the wind, but it would expend most—if not all—of the residual power that he’d managed to get. He didn’t know if he could lift the weight once again if they encountered another danger.

      He hesitated.

      This was war, wasn’t it?

      That meant that he had to conserve some of his resources with the possibility that he might find another danger. When the wolf finally settled and started moving again, Torian followed more carefully than before.

      Something had drawn the wolf’s attention, and that was likely to be something dangerous to him and the wolf. What was it?

      The wolf moved just as quickly as he had before, though paused a few more times to take breaks and listen. Now that they were more out in the open, Torian had grown more concerned about the possibility that they might come across the soldiers lying in wait.

      When the wolf stopped again, sniffing for a long moment and changing directions, it seemed different than the last time, as if it had caught the scent of some prey.

      “You don’t need to go hunting now,” Torian muttered.

      His stomach grumbled. It had been a long time since he’d eaten anything.

      The march had given him a different appreciation for timing and when to eat. Any time that they’d found something edible, he’d eaten what he could. Most of the time, it consisted of berries, usually the tart small red berries that grew in the forest, though they had wandered past a small patch of blackberries that they’d been allowed to eat, but only after the soldiers had taken what they wanted. A few times, he’d gotten desperate and eaten leaves. He hadn’t gotten sick, so he figured they were edible, but they hadn’t helped with the hunger pangs. The water had done the most for that.

      The wolf moved faster.

      Torian wanted to keep pace, but his feet hurt, and his mouth was dry as they had not come across water in a while. The landscape started to shift, becoming a little rockier until they passed near an old road.

      Torian had paused and used a bit of light from a primary pattern. The road looked to have once been paved, which amazed him. Most roads toward Sarot were hard packed over the years, though there was one road leading toward Corsalt that had been more recently paved, mostly to ensure it stayed passable when it rained.

      Weeds and grasses poked through the stones, and some of the stones had cracked, but for the most part, it was intact. At first, Torian thought it was little more than a narrow path, but he realized that it only appeared narrow because so much of it had overgrown. The road itself was wide—and wider even than the one that he’d encountered the few times he’d gone to Corsalt.

      It surprised him that there would be a paved road out here, though it also suggested that there once had been someplace significant out here.

      The war had changed much about Navarin, so maybe this was a consequence of that. He could imagine that it would have been something more significant at one point, and over time, the road had become overgrown as people stopped coming through here.

      The wolf had paused to give Torian a chance to investigate as if the wolf knew that his curiosity needed to be sated before they moved on.

      “This was what you were looking for?” Torian asked.

      The night had grown long. A half moon cast a silver light down toward the ground, filtered through a few clouds, but nothing like had been around Sarot recently that had threatened the rain and the storms. The night was cool with a bit of a wind, and were it a different circumstance, he would actually call it pleasant. Despite what he’d been through and that he had no idea what had happened to his father and the others from town, he found himself trying to enjoy the walk through the darkness, though that became increasingly difficult the longer that they were out here.

      Torian hesitated after a while. He still didn’t know what had happened to his father and the others, and wandering this meant that he was getting farther and farther from them, rather than closer to anyone that might be able to help.

      The wolf looked back at him, whining softly. It was a mournful sound.

      “I know. You’re only doing what I asked you, and that’s my fault. I thought this was what I wanted, but I don’t think I can keep going with you. My people need me.”

      The wolf whined again before nudging him with his head.

      The only times that the wolf had made that kind of contact had been when he’d been trying to redirect Torian from taking one path or another. This time felt different. Almost as if the wolf were trying to reassure him.

      Torian smiled. Maybe that was all it was. This was a weven wolf, after all. They were said to be the traveler’s companion.

      “You keep going. I think I can find my way back to them.” The road would lead him somewhere, he suspected, and likely back toward the road leading from Sarot. He just had to be careful taking it so that he didn’t draw the attention of the soldiers. In the daylight, Torian thought that he could follow it more easily and hopefully find a way to do so without the soldiers finding him.

      The wolf nudged him again.

      He started to turn back, looking toward the moon in the distance overtop of the trees, when he caught sight of a hint of smoke swirling above the trees. It was far enough away that Torian didn’t know where it came from. Could it have been his camp? Going back would only lead him into danger. At least, going back without getting help.

      And that is what my father wanted me to do.

      The wolf could help. Somehow.

      “I guess I’m going along the road with you,” Torian said to the wolf.

      The wolf nudged him again before they set off.

      Every so often, he would look back to see if the smoke had changed. The night started to fade, the darkness easing as dawn began to break, which made it harder to see much. The changing colors left everything awash in a bit of a haze, so there was little real direction to the smoke and not enough that he could see what had drawn his attention.

      The road became harder for him to follow as well. It was almost as if the path had been followed to a certain point, but then that had ended. The wolf seemed to know where it wanted to go, though, as it continued to guide him along the path. Every so often, it would pause and sniff at the ground, as if searching for the direction that it would want to take, but then would continue onward. Torian could still feel the stones beneath his feet, though they were unstable, and it made it difficult to keep from turning his ankle as he walked.

      “Where does this lead?” Torian asked, not sure that it made a difference , but feeling as if doing so helped keep him comfortable from the silence between them. “There had to have been something out here that people followed this road for once, but that must’ve been a long time ago.”

      The ground had gotten increasingly rocky so that even though the road led through here, he couldn’t tell if it remained paved or if the ground was just that hard. Tufts of grass and weeds made it difficult for him to see the road, and were it not for the wolf, Torian didn’t know that he would really know the right way to travel.

      The sun had started to rise, pushing back the darkness of night. The haze came with it, making everything seem to shimmer all around him. The path shifted, taking what Torian thought to be a more southerly route, as the ground became even more jagged. Sections of the ground were broken, shattered as if they had been attacked in some way. After what seemed like the better part of an hour, Torian slowed down and studied one of the stones.

      He picked up the rock. There was nothing remarkable about it from outward appearances other than that it had smooth edges that could have been worn by the weather over the years. Or from carts and feet and clothes marching along the road. But there was a faint scratch on it. Torian traced his finger along that scratch and started to feel a bubbling of energy beneath his fingertip.

      Runic patterns.

      It had to be, but why would somebody have placed those patterns on the stone?

      Even near Corsalt, the stones didn’t have runic markers as that would take considerable time and power and might only have offered limited benefit. It did not take much effort to fix cracked and broken stones.

      Runic patterns were unique. Unlike the patterns Torian could make, runic patterns permitted the sahir to leave some permanence to their magic. But why would somebody bother to do so along a roadway?

      He set one stone down and picked up another, finding similar faint markings on it. There had to be power in it, though he couldn’t feel anything. It reminded him of the temple ruins, which made him wonder if this had been attacked during the war. Maybe the wolf knew something that Torian did not.

      “Let’s keep going,” he said.

      Now it was not so much about just following the wolf as it was a curiosity about what they might find along the road. Wherever this road led had once been important enough to place power into these paver stones. Maybe there was still someplace here?

      A part of him wanted nothing more than to lie down and rest, but he had to keep pushing. He could be stubborn. That was how he had managed to stay in school as long as he had despite his inability to master even the first-tier patterns. He would use that stubbornness now.

      As they walked, the sun continued to shift toward its zenith. Tiredness made him start to hallucinate, and at one point, Torian thought he caught a glimpse of light glowing, though that had to just be the sun reflecting off the stone. He took a break, resting for a moment, with the wolf crouching next to him, before it started off.

      When he finally managed to get back to his feet, he stumbled after the wolf. He thought the smells around him had shifted. Now there wasn’t that pungent weed that he had noticed, and instead, it was replaced by what smelled like something burning.

      Torian’s heart began to hammer.

      Was something burning up ahead?

      He rubbed a knuckle into his eyes, trying to clear the fatigue, but when he did, he couldn’t see anything but the stone and that glowing that he had thought that he had seen before. Maybe it wasn’t his imagination. Maybe there really was something up ahead.

      He took a deep breath.

      Soldiers?

      That didn’t seem likely. The wolf had been leading him away from the soldiers, or so he had thought. And yet, Torian couldn’t help but feel as if he might have been trusting this wolf far too much. This might be a weven wolf, the traveler’s companion, but that didn’t mean that he would be safe with it.

      He licked his lips. Heading off the road would be dangerous, and backtracking would take a long time. He knew there was water in that direction, though. Trees. His people. Shouldn’t that be where he went?

      He stood in place for a long time. When the cawing of a raven came from overhead, it startled him out of his thoughts. He looked up dumbly, staring at the circling raven for a moment before he and his attention turned back to the wolf.

      And only then did he realize something. The wolf he’d been following didn’t have the distinct markings of a weven. Those had stripes of black along their sides, a mixture of orange and black. This wolf had all brown fur—other than a dark strip down the center of its back.

      It can’t be the same wolf. This one is so much larger.

      But it watched him with a strange brightness in its eyes. Almost as if it recognized him. That couldn’t be true—could it?

      He’d been so tired, and it had been so dark. Torian couldn’t have known he was following a shadow wolf.

      And then the raven landed not far from the wolf.

      Both the raven and the wolf looked at him.

      And Torian could not move.
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      DANGEROUS GUIDES

      Having the wolf and the raven watching him was unsettling. It felt like they knew something that he didn’t, but more than that, he felt like he needed to get away from them.

      The shadow wolves had been involved in the attack.

      But there was the fact that the wolf he’d been following for the better part of the night had not attacked, despite having every opportunity. That had to mean something.

      And I have seen this wolf before.

      What of the raven, though?

      The raven watched. There was a darkness to its black eyes that left him feeling like it knew things, though it was just a raven. And he’d been attacked by one of the foul birds before, so he didn’t like the fact that he was standing so close to it.

      “What are you going to do to me now?” he asked, keeping his voice low. He didn’t want to make any sudden movements, but he also didn’t want to be unprepared. The only way that he could be prepared would be to ready one of his patterns.

      Torian thought that the only pattern that he could draw upon now was one of the primary patterns, as it would be the only one that he thought would work given the level of unease that he felt. His fingers pressed together, forming the basics of the primary lantern beam pattern, though he was not sure that he had formed it as well as he wanted. He was nervous—and for good reason.

      The pattern formed, though. Perhaps it was habit and training, but he felt the surge of the power. With a hint of the pressure that he had to use to move the weight that was within him to gain access to more of that power, he began to push that from inside of him. He could feel that power begin to move through him, directed through the pathways that existed inside of him and down into his arms.

      It was more than he’d anticipated.

      Perhaps in his fear of looking at the wolf and raven, he’d been pushing harder than he’d realized, so that he shifted that pressure from him, and it released more power through him than he’d planned. The primary pattern couldn’t focus that much power, so he shifted into the first-tier pattern, but even that might not be enough to harness everything that he’d summoned. He could feel some of the residual sitting inside of him, making it so that he could reach for far more of that energy than he’d done before.

      “What are we going to do?” he asked the wolf. “You’re just sitting there watching me, and I’ve got this flowing through me. I’d rather not have to blast this light at you as you were nice enough to lead me away from the soldiers”—unless he was wrong and the wolf was leading him toward the soldiers—“but I will.”

      The wolf finally got up. The raven took to the air.

      Had he scared them away?

      The shadow wolf padded away from him but didn’t go very far. When it stopped, it sat down again, turning its attention to Torian. There was no attempt to attack. No threat. Nothing other than the wolf sitting and waiting for him. The raven circled overhead but made its way generally to the east and south before looping back toward them.

      The shadow wolf didn’t seem to pay any attention to the raven. Only to Torian.

      When Torian lowered his hand—though he hadn’t released the power that he’d been holding—the wolf got back up and started along the path. He went another dozen paces or so before stopping and looking back as if trying to decide if Torian were going to follow him.

      Following a shadow wolf is a terrible idea.

      But he’d been doing it for the better part of the night.

      The shadow wolf hadn’t done anything to harm him. That was the thought that kept working through his head. If the wolf wanted to harm him, there would have been plenty of opportunity for it to have done so by now. Why drag him all the way out here only to attack?

      That wasn’t what the wolf did, though.

      Not drag. Guide.

      And the wolf wasn’t done guiding him.

      He turned in the direction that the wolf wanted to lead him, trying to decide if he wanted to follow—and if he should.

      “What’s up there?”

      He felt stupid talking to the wolf, but there was nobody else around here to make any comment to him about what he was doing. Besides, it made him feel a little bit better talking to the wolf, mostly as it felt as if he was heard.

      The wolf had not harmed me.

      That was the thought that stayed with him. If the wolf had wanted to do anything to him, there would have been time by now. Which meant that there was something up here the wolf thought he needed to see. Maybe dangerous, but returning to the soldiers and the camp was dangerous, as well.

      There was also the curiosity that stayed with Torian. He didn’t know what he might find up ahead, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something along this road. At least, there once would have been. More than that, there was the fact that runic power had been placed into some of these stones, which meant that those who had been here understood the power and had known how to control it. Not only that, but they had enough power and control to place runic patterns into each of the stones, not only some of them.

      That suggested something greater than the university in Corsalt.

      Torian had no idea what the training was like in other places, as he had only visited Corsalt, though he knew there were more places that taught how to use the sahir power. Though they reportedly didn’t have many sahir in Rusav, there were some. He remembered Willa talking about the training that she’d received when she had gone to the university and how so many of Rusav’s most skilled sahir had left Rusav and come to Navarin after the war as they had not agreed with what Rusav had done during the war.

      “I’m coming,” he said.

      Torian followed, keeping pace with the wolf but not moving quickly. The wolf didn’t seem to mind, though. It had slowed its pace to keep up with Torian, and as Torian lagged behind, the wolf began to slow even more. Torian continued to look up at the sky, noting how the raven would loop out and to the east, occasionally circling toward the north, always returning. It left him wondering just what it was that the raven saw.

      Could the raven know where the soldiers were located in the forest?

      Was that how the wolf had guided him so safely? He hadn’t seen the raven during the journey overnight, so he didn’t know if they were just companions—or maybe something more.

      The rocky ground changed, with small shrubs and occasional thorny bushes that cropped up but never on the remains of the paved road that led through here. Grasses would grow through the pavers, at least in the gaps that had formed in between the stones, but none of the thorny bushes managed to survive. Maybe the patterns that had been placed on the stones long ago prevented those bushes from growing. There were certain runic patterns that could prevent growth, especially those that focused on the earth aspect of power, but that would suggest an even higher level of power than he had thought.

      Eventually, the grasses became sparser, the thornbushes much less common, and the ground quite a bit hillier. The road seemed to widen, though it remained difficult for Torian to determine if that were the case or not as the pavers were still buried beneath the grass, with so many of them having crumbled over time. They had rounded a small curve in the hillside when Torian noticed what looked like the remains of another temple.

      It was not that dissimilar to the temple outside of Sarot. The ruins of his temple had crumbled, though there were drawings depicting what the temple once had looked like, especially in school, where historians would often pass through who had a personal interest in understanding the temples. He had studied those drawings often enough that he knew what the temple once had looked like, though he never expected to see anything similar.

      What loomed up ahead was not a fully intact temple, though it was much more intact than the one outside of Sarot. A tall spire stretched a good twenty feet into the air, with what looked like the remainder of the spire having crumbled and fallen to the ground next to it, leaving a pile of debris. Long walls were mostly intact. There were a few turrets, though they had fallen, much like the spires had. Much of the structure seemed as if it had crumbled but had not fully collapsed.

      Much of the crumbled stone was muted gray and brown, though there were other snippets of color that worked into it, primarily from green weeds that grew up in cracks or moss that clung to damp sections of stone, along with other parts that looked as if it had once been painted. The air had a damp, earthy smell to it, with a hint of wind that brushed against his cheeks and fluttered at his clothing.

      The road led toward the temple, and Torian wasn’t sure if he should be concerned that the wolf guided him in that direction. Anything could hide among those rocks. He paused a moment, studying the temple, and the wolf waited for him. The raven circled but then came to land on one of the remains of a turret, perched and watching.

      Torian debated. He had already decided to go with the wolf, so what was a little farther? Besides, if this temple were anything like what his temple had been like, there would be various different runic markers that he might be able to learn from. That was part of the reason that historians would take the time they did to study the ruins.

      He kept moving. The wolf was moving quickly now, loping ahead, pausing a moment, and waiting. He didn’t dally as he had been and kept pace, moving toward the ruins, only to realize that the road didn’t pass by the ruins of the temple but seemed to lead directly toward it.

      Through it.

      He crouched for a moment and then traced his finger on one of the nearest cobblestones. These were much more intact than the first stones that he’d encountered, and as he traced his finger along the surface of it, he could feel some of the runic power within the stone flowing outward as if he were meant to detect it. The pattern wasn’t one he was familiar with, but it seemed to emanate some earthy connection.

      He held his hand above one of the other nearby stones, doing the same with that one, and as before, he could feel some of that power within the stone. This time Torian realized that the stones seemed to be linked. From the way that he could feel the earth connection, there was some aspect of it that flowed from one stone to the next, almost as if they were a part of a larger pattern.

      Could that be it?

      Such a pattern would be incredibly complex. If successful, though, Torian could imagine how it would also be incredibly powerful. Maybe even powerful enough to keep a road from shattering over time.

      He traced his hand above several of the stones but still didn’t have any good answer as to what was here, only that the stones each had an individual pattern but also seemed to have elements that were linked together as if they were part of something larger.

      The wolf padded over to him and nudged him.

      Torian froze.

      There was nothing threatening in the way the wolf approached him. It was merely a nudge as if to remind him to get moving.

      Torian’s mouth was dry. His stomach rumbled, betraying his hunger, as well. There had been more berries along the road, though he had needed to brave some of the thornbushes to get to them. After a while, he had decided to stop trying, as he did not want to scratch his hands and arms as much as was necessary just to get a few berries.

      “I’m hungry. Thirsty.”

      The wolf nudged him again.

      He was all too aware of the massive size of the wolf. Somehow, in the darkness of night, Torian had not paid as much attention to it, though mostly that was because he had let himself believe this was little more than a weven wolf, but partly because he had been afraid of what chased him. He had wanted to move as quickly as he could away from the soldiers chopping down trees with their terrifying blades.

      Had he paid attention to the wolf, would he have followed?

      Torian didn’t know the answer to that. Probably not.

      They reached the outskirts of the temple ruins.

      Up close, the air seemed heavier somehow. Torian wasn’t sure if that was imagined or not, only that it seemed to him that some aspect of it made it so that his breaths took more work. He saw no sign of markings on any of the fallen stone unlike what was found outside of Sarot. Those markers on the stone there had been endlessly studied by instructors at the school, along with people passing through, trying to make sense of what power the ancient temple once had. The design of the temple was like the one outside of Sarot, though not the same. Still, the similarities were enough that it surprised him that they would not have the same use of power, especially given the fact that it seemed to him that whoever built the road toward this temple obviously had some understanding of real power.

      The wolf waited near an opening in the rock, and Torian took a moment before following him. The air seemed even thicker as he walked, strangely reminding him of the weight that he had to push upon in order for him to free the power that was within himself. As he pushed forward, he continued to press against that weight and then was through.

      He found the wolf waiting. Watching.

      “I’m here,” Torian said.

      His voice sounded muted and hollow.

      The wolf bounded away, darting through an opening, and disappearing.

      Torian took a moment to look around at the ruins, noting the smooth walls without any runic markers on them, though the path beneath his feet still carried some of those markers. Why the road and not the temple itself?

      He figured he could stay here and study for a long time and not have any answers. What he needed was to see what the wolf wanted of him and where it was leading him. As he followed the wolf through the opening in the stone, Torian slowed, realizing that this had once been a doorway into the temple. Even in its broken state, it was massive, towering overhead at least twenty feet.

      Was this what our temple would’ve looked like?

      He tore his gaze away.

      The wolf waited for him just up ahead.

      Torian weaved through the remains of the temple, past some broken stone that must have piled up from the ceiling caving in. Runic markers on the ground persisted even now that he’d entered what had been the temple. They were there rather than on the walls. Torian wondered if they carried the same pattern throughout the grounds of the temple as they had along the road.

      Everything inside the temple was a maze of debris. The air smelled strange, almost floral, though he’d seen no signs of flowers in his walk. There was no wind. A stillness settled around him. In that stillness was a peacefulness that allowed Torian to finally relax.

      He hadn’t realized that he’d been on edge, the tension in him lingering from the escape the night before, but picking his way through here gave him a chance to feel the worry and fear that he’d had finally loosen.

      There had been no sign of the soldiers.

      Though he now traveled with a shadow wolf, he’d been safe.

      When he found water and food, he’d have everything that he needed.

      Torian took a deep breath as he hurried after the wolf, which waited for him at another part of the maze of debris. The wolf slipped away from him, and he followed carefully, tracing his hands along some of the stone. He didn’t see the raven, which may not have followed him inside. He reached the end of what had turned into a maze of stone guiding him through the temple remains and then stopped.

      His breath caught.

      The temple simply ended, opening up into a wide valley. That wasn’t what took his breath away. It was the small stone buildings inside the valley. They looked to be of the same design as the temple, but somehow they’d been spared the same destruction. Most of them were small, reminding him of the hut in the middle of the forest outside of town, though one building looked to have been two stories tall at one time, though part of it had crumbled. Everything about this place had a feeling of age.

      Situated in the middle of the other buildings were the broken remains of what looked to be another temple, though it had been long ago destroyed, leaving only shattered stone remaining.

      Where was he?

      Before he could contemplate the answer, the wolf bounded away and toward the buildings, where Torian realized, he was no longer alone. Other wolves had slipped into view.
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      QUIET AND SAFETY

      Torian stood motionless for a moment.

      The other wolves were all shadow wolves—and some of them were massive. There had to be at least ten more, each with darkly dappled fur that made it clear just what they were. Torian didn’t notice any other ravens, though, so if there was a conspiracy here, he didn’t see it.

      “What are you waiting for?”

      Torian jumped.

      He turned to see an older man leaning against a pile of debris not far from him. The man flicked his gray-eyed gaze toward the wolves before turning his attention back to Torian. “You’ve been slow getting here.”

      Torian started to focus on the primary patterns, thinking that if he could draw up enough of the power that he had within him, he wouldn’t have to be concerned about this man.

      “Can’t speak? Or maybe I’ve got it wrong. D’ran jsat il brack?”

      Torian licked his lips and swallowed. “I can speak.”

      “Tokian. That’s what I thought, but you were just standing there like I’m a mad man.” He laughed and scrubbed a hand on his scruff of a beard. “Maybe I am a bit mad. Gets easier and easier to do these days.”

      Torian took a moment to look the man over. He was dressed in a tattered brown cloak, with dirty but otherwise intact pants and a shirt beneath it. He wore a satchel over his shoulder, and every so often, he would pat it, as if to make sure that he still had it with him. He seemed unconcerned about Torian’s appearance or about the fact that Torian had begun to work on some of the primary patterns.

      “Who are you?”

      The man glanced toward him again. “My name is Aldrich.” He watched Torian as he said it, and then a hint of a smile curled his lips. “Oh. Good. I was afraid you might’ve heard of me.” He pushed off of the rock and then ambled after the wolves.

      Torian remained transfixed, feeling as if he were imagining that some strange man had suddenly appeared. But then, he had been following a shadow wolf, so finding some stranger in the middle of a forgotten valley shouldn’t be all that surprising to him either.

      He had wanted to escape the soldiers and had come looking for…

      What, exactly?

      Safety. That was about the only thing Torian had come for, but it felt as if he exchanged one dangerous situation for another. How could he have safety when surrounded by nearly a dozen shadow wolves?

      Aldrich stopped in front of one of the wolves, crouching down and leaning close to the wolf. Torian couldn’t tell what the older man was doing, but he had the distinct sense that Aldrich spoke to the wolf, which wasn’t altogether that different than what Torian had been doing with the wolves. As strange as it might appear.

      Finally, Aldrich turned, glancing to Torian. “Are you hungry?”

      His stomach rumbled, and though he wasn’t sure if he could trust this man, he wasn’t in any position to refuse charity. He nodded, and Aldrich waved a hand for him to follow.

      Torian started off, making his way down the slight slope from the temple and toward Aldrich and the wolves. He started off slowly and paused when he had gone only a few steps, looking back toward the temple that he had come through. From this vantage, the temple didn’t look nearly as destroyed as it had from the other side. The stone still had crumbled, and aspects of it had fallen, but he could almost imagine what it had once looked like. And as he stood there, Torian realized it hadn’t been a temple at all. At least, not entirely a temple. It seemed to him that it was some sort of a gateway into the valley itself. Obviously, not one that whoever had built it had intended to keep others from finding, as the road was covered by powerful stones, but a barricade nonetheless.

      The wolf he had been traveling with waited for him, and only once Torian reached the wolf did it start off, joining the others. Three wolves flanked Aldrich, and he noticed the man pausing and touching one wolf on the head before turning to another, but each time that he did, it seemed as if he were doing something more than just scratching their ears. Torian found himself drawn by the man, curious as to what it was he was doing and trying to make sense of it. He studied the way that he was tracing his fingers and realized that it seemed as if he were placing some sort of pattern on the wolf.

      Not just any sort of pattern, though. A runic pattern.

      Aldrich understood runic patterns.

      Torian hurried forward. He had been holding his hands in one of the primary patterns, ready for the possibility that he might need to use some of that power in order for him to escape, though not knowing if he had the necessary power or skill to do so. Seeing Aldrich using runic patterns on the wolves as he petted them left Torian knowing that it would be unlikely he’d be able to do anything when confronting somebody like that.

      “Who are you?”

      Aldrich slowed and turned to him, an amused twinkle in his eyes. “Didn’t you already ask that?”

      “I can see what you’re doing with the wolves.”

      “And what is that?”

      He hesitated, not knowing if he wanted to reveal the depth of his knowledge but also knowing that it probably made little difference with what he revealed. “I saw you placing a runic pattern on the wolf.”

      “Runic pattern?” He sounded genuinely confused.

      It was enough to make Torian hesitate. What if he had it wrong? Aldrich offered him food, and he suspected the man had something to drink as well. Shouldn’t he accept that rather than refusing the hospitality? And though this wasn’t anybody that he knew, he also shouldn’t treat him with rudeness.

      “The pattern you are making on his back. It’s like what they had in the road leading to that temple.”

      Aldrich chortled. “If that’s what you call it, that’s fine.”

      “It’s not a runic pattern?”

      “I didn’t say that.” He arched his brow. “I didn’t say it was, either.” He strode away, the wolves following him.

      The shadow wolf that had guided Torian to this valley nudged his hand, and Torian found himself scratching the wolf’s ears without thinking about it. When he realized what he was doing, he hesitated, but the wolf nudged his hand again.

      He let out a heavy sigh and started off. Aldrich paused at a few of the structures but didn’t do anything. Torian had the distinct sense that Aldrich was testing them, though he didn’t see the man’s hands moving, nor did he feel anything. It was just from the way that he looked at them.

      “This place used to be prosperous,” Aldrich said. “It was abandoned a long time ago.”

      “I imagine around the same time as the temple was destroyed.”

      “You would think so, but no. The entrance shattered and fell during an attack quite some time ago, but the people inside were protected. They stayed, as others couldn’t quite get inside. This valley offered them a measure of protection. They were here for many years until their numbers began to dwindle, and they decided to set off.”

      They had reached the end of the buildings. A narrow path led away from them, off toward the trees in the distance. Torian glanced down at the stones forming the path and wasn’t surprised to see that many of the stones had markings much like the ones leading up to the temple in the first place. Whatever else this place was, it was a place of power.

      “You said you had something to eat?” Torian asked.

      “That’s right. You’re hungry. Probably thirsty. How long did you walk?”

      “All night.”

      Aldrich regarded him with a frown. “Just one night? You look as if you’ve been working harder than that. Look at your feet. Barely have any covering. And your clothes are tattered and dirty. A boy like you—”

      “I’m nearly of age,” Torian interrupted.

      “Is that right?”

      Torian immediately regretted saying that as soon as he did. He felt like a child trying to prove to his parents that he was old enough, as why would Aldrich care how old he was? Then again, Aldrich had called him a boy, and Torian had reacted the way that he always had when people called him young. He was young, but he was tired of feeling that way.

      “Regardless,” Aldrich said, “I figured that you had been wandering for a lot longer.”

      “My town was attacked,” he said.

      “Let me guess. Tamish?”

      Torian had never heard of that town, and he shook his head. “Not there. Sarot.”

      “That’s not too far from here, is it?” Aldrich glanced over to one of the wolves. It was a large wolf, Torian noted, looking to be nearly a hand taller than the next largest of them. This one had a triangular-shaped head, with tufted ears, and though the fur was a dark gray, there were patches of light scattered throughout. “What are you doing out here?” Aldrich asked.

      “They captured my people,” Torian replied. “We were marched away. Presumably toward Corsalt, but I’m not sure. We didn’t get that far before some of us tried to get free.”

      “That would be a smart decision.”

      “We thought we were going to overpower them.”

      “Not so smart,” the man said.

      “They killed everyone.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “And captured our sahir.”

      They might already be dead.

      “How many?”

      “I don’t know. Our town wasn’t very large. Only a thousand people or so.”

      “No. How many of them are sahir?”

      “A couple of instructors at the school,” he began, wondering if it made sense for him to reveal this to Aldrich, as he didn’t know this man at all, “and a few students showed potential. Like I said, we weren’t a large town. We thought we were protected where we were.”

      “And you probably were. Well, you were until Tamish started gaining influence.”

      “That’s not a town?”

      “What? No. Tamish is a person. He styles himself as someone of power, and unfortunately, he may have acquired some at this point. As much as it pains me to admit.”

      “Who is he?”

      “I just told you who he is. Now, take a seat over here. I’m going to grab some of my supplies so that you can eat and fill your belly. Then you can be on your way.”

      Torian blinked. Be on his way?

      “But the wolf guided me here.”

      The man stopped what he was doing, looking around before his gaze settled on the wolf that Torian had traveled with. “Is that right? Well, perhaps we should talk more about that. But first…”

      He slipped away from Torian, leaving Torian to watch the wolves around him. None of them seemed threatening, despite the stories about the shadow wolves. There was nothing dangerous here for him that he could tell. Or maybe it was just that he was not a threat. He was exhausted, hungry, thirsty, and weak, so the wolves probably realized that he was no real danger. He sank down to the ground near the wolf that had guided him here, leaning forward on crossed legs to rest his head.

      It didn’t take long before he fell asleep.

      Torian had been tired from his walk the night before and exhausted from drawing upon power, forcing that weight inside of him to shift. He had been working more than he ever had before, though it had been desperation that had driven him. As he slept, dreams came to him. In those dreams, he saw the darkness around the attacker that had stormed through Sarot, destruction following him. A name lingered in his mind, though he didn’t know if it was Tamish or not. Other visions slipped through him, and he thought of his father following him into the trees and the massive form of one of the oak trees starting to collapse behind him.

      When he came awake, Torian was still groggy, but he felt better than before. The smell of smoke drifted to him, and he blinked, hurriedly rubbing the sleep from his eyes. His heart hammering as panic set in that he might have been caught in an attack.

      Instead, he saw Aldrich tending to a small fire, the flames crackling gently. The smell of roasted meat drifted to his nose, and there was a pot of steaming water resting on the ground near him, with two cups set off to each side. Where had Aldrich gotten those?

      “You awake?”

      Aldrich hadn’t even turned. How had he known that Torian had awoken? He didn’t think he’d been that noisy. He’d fallen asleep sitting up, resting his elbows on his knees, but must have tipped over at some point while sleeping. He hadn’t made that much of a commotion when he came awake.

      “I am. I’m sorry I fell asleep.”

      “Well, I imagine it was a long night. If you traveled as far as you claim you did, you had to have been tired.” He nodded toward one of the wolves. It was the same wolf that had guided him here. “You ended up here, though. So you must have done something right.”

      Torian stretched, trying to shake some of the stiffness from his muscles. It was partly from how he’d fallen asleep, but some of that was from the soreness of his walk and the fact that he’d been moving so much lately.

      “Give me a few minutes, and the rabbit will be ready.”

      “Thank you. I haven’t eaten much over the last few days.”

      “Then you’re not going to want to eat too fast. When you go a couple of days without eating, you have to come back at it slowly. Otherwise, you get sick. Trust me, it’s not something that you want to experience. Maybe have a few bites and then let it rest, and then have a few more bites. Take your time at it.”

      Torian nodded.

      “And have a cup of tea. It’s still pretty hot, so be careful, but it should wake you up a little bit.”

      Torian took one of the cups and held it in his hands, welcoming the warmth as it radiated through the cup. It was pleasant, as the night had turned a little cool, though not cold. He breathed in the steam and immediately felt better. He took a tentative sip, resting for a moment, and looked up as Aldrich appeared, handing him a skewer of meat.

      It smelled amazing. At this point, Torian suspected that anything would smell amazing, and he carefully nibbled at one of the hunks of meat on the skewer, savoring the taste and swallowing it quickly. Though Aldrich had warned him to eat slowly, he devoured everything on the skewer quickly. His stomach ached, but it felt like a good ache.

      “Careful. You eat too much, and you’re going to end up throwing up. Now, we can catch another rabbit, but it takes a little while to cook it up.”

      “I think I’m fine. Thank you.”

      “Get over here near the fire,” Aldrich said. “Then you can tell me what happened in your town. And I can tell you about Tamish.” He glanced over to Torian. “Because I have a feeling you saw him.”

      Torian nodded slowly. “I don’t know if it was him or not, but there was somebody who came into our town and caused massive destruction. Different than the soldiers. He was terrifying.” His voice had fallen to a whisper. “He was dressed all in gray. I didn’t get a look at his face, but I saw his eyes. They were dark brown, almost black. And there was…” He shivered, taking a sip of the tea to calm himself.

      “I can’t say with certainty if it’s Tamish or not. I wouldn’t recognize him that way.”

      “How would you recognize him?”

      Aldrich didn’t answer, only pulling another skewer away from the fire and handing it over to Torian.

      He was too hungry to ignore the food and quickly ate the rabbit that he’d been offered, wiping some of the grease off his chin. Torian glanced back to see the wolves around him. Some seemed to be watching as if they were trying to decide what he was doing, though he couldn’t help but feel as if he were imagining that.

      As he ate, Torian started to look around the clearing when he realized that he wasn’t alone with Aldrich. There was another person there. Torian stared for a moment until he realized that he recognized the other person.

      “Jakob?” he whispered.

      There was no answer.

      At first.

      Then Aldrich turned to him.

      “When you’re done, you can tell me about how you got out.” A look flashed in his eyes that Torian couldn’t quite follow.

      What he could follow was that Aldrich pressed his hands into a strange contorted shape, then released it. A burst of energy washed over Torian, though it wasn’t any kind of energy that he’d felt before. This was a powerful wave that slipped outward, striking him, then pushed Torian over where he couldn’t move.
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      THE WEIGHT OF FAILURE

      Aldrich didn’t move, though Torian wasn’t sure if he needed to do so, as he obviously had some intrinsic power that he sent washing out from him. That power held Torian down with enough control that he couldn’t even imagine getting up. It wasn’t painful, but it was powerful.

      The wolves had not moved.

      “You wouldn’t have been brought here unless they detected something, so I’d like to go through what it is that brought you here. If you provide the right answer, then I release the binding, but if you do not, then I will continue to hold it until I’m satisfied that you don’t mean to harm those with me.”

      Those with him?

      As far as Torian had been able to tell, the only ones with Aldrich were the wolves, and Torian wouldn’t—and probably couldn’t—do anything to the wolves. “I followed the wolf. That’s why I’m here,” he said, hating the way that his voice sounded. It was almost as if his own voice betrayed him to mock his claim of almost being of age. He wasn’t almost anything when he sounded like this. “I just wanted to get away from the attack and thought the wolf would help with that. I can go if you want.”

      The pressure on his chest persisted, squeezing him so that he couldn’t breathe—and couldn’t even think about trying to push on the weight inside of him to release the power so that he might be able to find a way out. Could that be intentional? If so, it suggested that Aldrich knew what Torian was capable of doing.

      “Talk to me about your friend,” he said, tipping his head toward where Jakob lay asleep. “He doesn’t have your training. The wolves wouldn’t have brought him.”

      It was strange that Aldrich was more concerned about Jakob than he was about Torian, but maybe it was because Jakob didn’t have any ability as a sahir. Even stranger was the fact that he didn’t deny the fact that the wolves were responsible for bringing Torian to him, nor did he deny what Torian had done.

      “He’s a friend of mine from Sarot. I’ve known him since childhood.”

      Aldrich looked up. His eyes narrowed, and there was a flicker of darkness in the back of his eyes. “Are you sure you know him?”

      “I’ve known him for as long as I can remember. He’s a friend.”

      Jakob must be suffering in the same way, having the same invisible pressure squeezing down upon him. Jakob wouldn’t have any understanding of what Aldrich did to him, though Torian couldn’t claim to have any great understanding, either. The technique that Aldrich had used was beyond Torian.

      “Tell me about this friend,” he demanded.

      Torian looked over to where Jakob was lying, unmoving.

      Ever since they had reached whatever this strange place was, he had thought that they had finally found safety. Despite the wolves that had guided him here, Torian couldn’t shake the thought that there was a way for them to be safe with Aldrich. He had provided rabbit, tea, and he seemed to know things.

      But that had been a mistake for him to believe.

      Torian saw that now.

      “What are you going to do to him?”

      Aldrich leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. He pressed the tips of his fingers together but nothing else. It was not a pattern Torian recognized. Still, it seemed as if a faint glow began to work along Aldrich’s arms, heading down toward his fingertips. That might merely be reflected light from the fire, as he couldn’t be certain, but he thought that it was light from intrinsic power Aldrich possessed.

      “I’m going to get answers from one of you. And until I do, you will stay like that.”

      He got to his feet, heading over toward Jakob. Three of the shadow wolves followed him, creating a ring around Aldrich so that Torian couldn’t see anything. His mind worked through various scenarios of what they were doing to Jakob, which was worse than even seeing what they were doing.

      He didn’t hear anything. If Aldrich was as powerful as Torian believed, it was possible that he wouldn’t be able to hear anything anyway. He might command the wind and keep Torian from picking up on anything.

      At one point, one of the shadow wolves slipped closer to him, and Torian flicked his gaze up to see that it was the wolf that had guided him here.

      “You can go away. I didn’t hurt you. He doesn’t need to hurt us.”

      The wolf settled onto the ground, resting its head on its paws, watching Torian.

      He tried to move, and he realized that though he felt the weight of whatever pattern Aldrich had placed on him, it was not so heavy that he couldn’t shift the weight inside of himself. There was some aspect of that which lingered. All he had to do was focus on that. And maybe that was what he needed to do anyway.

      Prove to Aldrich that he was no danger.

      But if he did this, wouldn’t it prove to him that he was a danger?

      Torian needed to have access to some of that power, if only so that he could protect himself and protect Jakob. He focused on the weight inside of him. The lessons that Willa and Gaspel had given him came to the forefront of his mind. Willa, in particular, had provided insight on how to focus on the energy deep inside of him, but she had also believed that he didn’t have the necessary ability to use that power easily.

      Gaspel had taught him how to use his power a little bit more than he had learned before, but Torian still didn’t have consistent control. That was the main issue that he had. He could access the primary patterns and occasionally first-tier patterns, but rarely was he successful with anything more than that. Had Gaspel more time to work with him, he might have been able to help, only he had not.

      His flight through the forest with Jakob had proven that he had power, even if he couldn’t reach it as quickly and easily as others from the school could. What he could reach would be enough. It had to be.

      That weight settled deep inside him, and Torian strained against what he knew was there. He had always imagined it as something of a massive boulder settling down deep inside him, and this was no different. The only difference was that he needed to press it upward, and he had to find some part of him to help shift that power.

      How could he do that easily?

      He could feel something distantly. Perhaps it was nothing more than the trembling energy of what Aldrich did to Jakob, but whatever it was that he detected left him worried for his friend. He could not leave him.

      The weight squeezed.

      It seemed to him that the band around him was not that dissimilar to the weight inside of him. Neither were visible, and both seemed almost impossible for him to move on his own. He felt for the one inside of him and started to push, using the techniques that he had learned in the school on how to slide some of that power away. Then he thought about what Gaspel had said during their captivity and how he had to endure. It wasn’t all about strength, though Torian believed that strength was a large part of it.

      The weight shifted.

      It wasn’t much. Merely a crack. But what he could do was draw upon some of that power, and he held it inside of himself. There were pathways for the energy inside of him, and that was an additional aspect of what the school taught, helping him learn how to draw those pathways and find a way to harness the power within him so that he could use it most effectively. And as he drew upon it now, he could feel it flowing through those pathways. He didn’t have his hands together so that he could form even so much as a primary pattern, but maybe that didn’t matter.

      He pushed again.

      Having some of that energy inside of him made it easier to push again. That was not a lesson that he had learned in school. Surprisingly, that had been a lesson that he had learned while running from the soldiers, fearing for his life and that of his friend.

      It felt like the pathways inside of him opened up, granting him additional strength so that he could continue to push on more of that power and draw it out, a loop so that one aspect of power begot another. Torian felt freed of some of that energy and continued to push as much as he could, straining to release it through him.

      What was he going to do with it, though? Without having a means of concentrating it, it didn’t matter.

      The channels within him flowed, filling with more and more of that power. As he shifted the weight inside of him, he could feel those channels surging. It became uncomfortable.

      This was a mistake. Torian should have thought about the consequences of holding onto that power and what would happen if he had it but could not unleash it.

      Was he going to burn some part of him out?

      The only thing he could do would be to press his fingertips together, but that wasn’t enough to direct the power. The pathways inside of him required a circuit to be completed. He couldn’t form that without having his hands together.

      Firelight reflected off him, and Torian swallowed.

      Somewhere nearby, there was a soft and mournful whine. It came from one of the shadow wolves, he suspected, as if they were aware of what he was doing. He had to react quickly, only he wasn’t sure how he could do so. He had to bring his hands together to concentrate the power. But the weight on him made it difficult to do even that. Why couldn’t he treat that weight as if it were the same weight that he had dealt with before?

      Torian heaved.

      Much like the weight pressing down upon him, this one felt similar, though the form of it was different. Whereas the internal weight felt like a boulder that tamped down some fountain of power, what he felt around him was like straps.

      As he pushed against them, they bulged.

      That movement might’ve been imagined.

      He tried again, pushing as hard as he could, thinking that he could feel his internal pathways fill with power, and strained against the strap of energy Aldrich had used against him. Without meaning to, he had heaved even more of the power dammed inside of him, and it spilled out into the channels.

      It was painful now. Torian cried out.

      Movement near him caught his attention, and he didn’t have time to react.

      A pair of shadow wolves came over, standing over him. The shadow wolf that had guided him here did not move, still lying in front of him, looking down upon him.

      Then another shadow loomed over him. “Who taught you to do that?” Aldrich asked.

      “Just let me go,” he said, his voice hoarse and cracked. It sounded so juvenile.

      “Who taught you to do that?”

      “No one taught me,” he said and realized that it was true. This was what he had taught himself, out of necessity, not out of any lessons that he had learned in school. “I’m just trying to get myself free. I’m sorry. I don’t want you to hurt my friend.”

      The bands pressing down upon him began to constrict. It reminded him of the constriction that his sister liked to use on him, only this was not quite so deep. Unlike his sister, who often acted when he wasn’t ready for it, he had his pathways filled with power and could push on it, but he was afraid of pushing too hard and angering Aldrich.

      Should he be? He pushed away that thought, as well. He was at Aldrich’s mercy, so of course he should be concerned about pushing too hard and angering him.

      Could the wolves have brought him here to be trapped by Aldrich?

      “Fight it,” Aldrich snapped.

      “I’m trying,” he said.

      “If you were trying, then you would do it. You clearly have more potential than most, so fight it.”

      Torian wasn’t sure how to react to that. No one had ever told him that he had more potential than most.

      The only thing that he had ever been told was that he had a lack of potential. He had an aptitude, certainly, and his time in school had given him an opportunity to observe all of the primary, first-tier, and second-tier patterns enough times that he recognized them, but he would never have been able to pass the second-tier level, as he couldn’t even get past the first-tier level.

      “I don’t have more potential,” he said, hating the way that he sounded.

      The pathways inside of him practically blazed with energy, and he couldn’t fight it.

      “If you don’t believe so, then you don’t. And I’m not going to let you go. So you can lie here, suffer, while I talk to your friend until he decides to provide the answers that I need.”

      Aldrich turned away from him, leaving the other two shadow wolves still looking down upon him. Torian tried to ignore them, but there was a presence to the wolves, and what was worse, a knowing sense of his suffering. It was as if the wolves were simply waiting for him to pass out so they could begin devouring him.

      Somehow, the weight that normally pressed down upon the energy inside of him seemed to be held propped open. Maybe that was because of how much he had drawn through the pathways inside of him, or maybe it was his fear and panic that had him pushing on it. Torian had certainly used more strength than he ever had before when he had been afraid of what was happening to him, so it wouldn’t surprise him if that was what was going on now.

      The energy continued to blaze through him, and he focused on that pressure holding him down. He didn’t have any way of concentrating it. There were no patterns available to him.

      And maybe he didn’t need them. Perhaps that was what Aldrich wanted from him. Release the power, let it explode outward, and see if he could burn off that power.

      Torian looked over to the wolf that had led him here, and it continued to stare at him. He breathed out and then pushed on that weight to try to shift it up, releasing even more power out of himself. When he did, he began to feel that power exploding through him. It was incredibly painful. So painful that he cried out.

      But he felt the strange energy holding him burn away.

      He could move his hands, and he brought them together, forming the second-tier beam pattern, as he knew that he had too much power trapped inside of him to release it effectively with just the first-tier pattern. He formed the pattern, pinched his fingers, and with a burst of bright light, it exploded away from him.

      And then Torian lay there panting.

      Exhaustion washed over him.

      Finally, he passed out.
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      NEW RESPONSIBILITIES

      Torian came awake to the sense of movement.

      It was a rocking sort of feeling that reminded him of when he’d traveled by horse, leaving him feeling as if he were swaying from side to side. It was soothing—until he remembered what had happened and where he’d been.

      Then he was completely awake.

      He tried to sit up but banged his head on something hard.

      “Keep it down,” a familiar voice said near him.

      “Jakob?”

      Torian tried to move again, but the solid surface overhead made it difficult for him to sit all the way up. He felt around until he was comfortable with finding an opening in it, then he began to pick his way along what he had felt so that he could find a way to sit all the way up.

      He’d been resting on a thin cot. There was no light in the room. The air smelled stale, and strangely of hay and horses. Were they in a wagon?

      What had Aldrich done with us?

      “Jakob?” he asked, keeping his voice a low whisper.

      “I’m here.”

      “Is there anyone else here?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I don’t know.” The pain in his head had eased a little, though it still throbbed where he’d struck it. There was something more to the pain, though, that he wasn’t as familiar with. Some part of him felt as if it burned deep inside as if he’d been out in the sun for too long, though rather than his skin feeling raw, it was the inside of him. “I can’t tell what’s going on here. Everything hurts.”

      “Yeah, they said it would be that way for you. Apparently, that’s the price you pay when you push past natural barriers or some such nonsense. I don’t know what to make of it.”

      Natural barriers?

      Torian had been pushing past the weight that he felt deep inside of him, but he hadn’t been trying to push past any natural barrier.

      Or had I?

      He had been pushing on that weight that was within him. Without that pressure, he wasn’t sure that he’d have been able to burn away whatever had been laying over him. Even doing that, he didn’t think that he’d done enough to get himself out.

      Torian pressed his fingers into a primary pattern and waited a moment, holding onto that power until he could push some of that pressure off to the side so that he could free a little of that power inside of him. With the primary patterns, it wasn’t about pushing that much aside, but he was still raw from what he’d done, so it was more difficult than he thought it should be. The pain lingered in his insides as if some part of him had been seriously injured when he’d been trying to free himself.

      “Did we get out?” he asked.

      Legs swung down, dangling in his face. “What do you think?”

      “I don’t know. That’s why I am asking. I remember pushing, trying to free some of that power from inside of me, and…” Torian closed his eyes, focusing on what he had remembered. When he had been pushing, he had drawn even more power than he ever had before, a considerable amount of energy that had flowed through his channels. He would have had enough to have released one of the third or fourth-tier patterns, if he would’ve had enough knowledge of them. Gaspel had tried to work with him to get him to master them, but Torian had been so focused on trying to practice his earlier tier patterns that he had not taken the time that his instructor had wanted to work on something that might’ve been of benefit to him to escape. “I remember Aldrich attacking you.”

      “Attacking me?” Jakob jumped down, landing with a thump next to him. He was a shadowed form, nothing more than that, as sunlight must have slipped in through cracks in this room. He stood in front of the bunk before leaning toward him. He was a strange, looming shadow that left him unsettled. “He didn’t attack me. I think he was the one who helped when we were jumped, returning to Sarot. I didn’t get a good look at the man. It took out Cory, and…” Jakob took a deep breath. “I got hit. Hurt. I needed help. I think he helped me.” Jakob dropped down on the cot next to Torian. “And now we’re here.”

      “Can you tell me where here is?”

      “Near as I can tell, he was traveling with a caravan. He kept us separate from the rest until he knew that we weren’t going to be a danger to them, but once you burned off whatever he was doing — and let me tell you, that impressed him, though he wouldn’t say it — he needed to get you to a place of safety. At least, that was what he continued muttering to himself as he dragged us away. Now we get to see… well, whatever it is that they’re going to see.”

      Jakob seemed almost excited about the prospect, which bothered Torian. His friend had always wanted more than he would have been able to have in Sarot, but even he would have to know it shouldn’t be this way.

      Torian had never wanted to leave town. Not like Jakob. He had never wanted any adventure. The most he wanted was to master enough of the sahir tiers so that he could one day serve as an instructor at his school.

      Torian rubbed his eyes, trying to work the sleep out of them. His head throbbed where he’d smacked it on the upper bunk, and the part of his pathways that he had burned left him feeling a strange agony, but it wasn’t fully unpleasant. He didn’t mind the way that he throbbed, as if it were something that he should have done long ago.

      He tried to push on that heaviness inside of him, wanting to shove it aside so that he could push power into the primary pattern to create a lantern beam that would illuminate the inside of the room, but even trying to push a little bit was too much for him.

      “Are you trying to use it?”

      “I can’t,” Torian said.

      “He said that if you woke up, you were going to have a hard time. So maybe just relax.”

      “I don’t know that I can relax. I don’t know what is going on.”

      “We’re safe,” Jakob said. He leaned back and rested his head on the back wall. “I haven’t been out of the wagon, though, so I can’t tell you much about our new hosts, only that they told us that we are safe for now.”

      “I’m not even sure if we can trust them or him. I felt what he was doing. He’s powerful. At least fifth-tier sahir. He was able to do much of the same things that I’ve seen Willa doing.” And he had even done more than that. Torian wasn’t even sure what level to call Aldrich, only that he was powerful.

      The way that he had held Torian down had been far too easy, as if Torian were little more than a child. Then again, given the kind of power that he had developed while in school against somebody like that, he was little more than a child. Even a third-tier sahir would have been able to hold him down with the right kind of pattern. And from what he had seen of Aldrich, he was far more than just a third-tier sahir.

      “They have a pack of shadow wolves traveling with them,” Jakob said.

      “I know. I saw them. I thought it was a weven at first, but it wasn’t.”

      Jakob leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “I don’t remember a whole lot once he got me free. Everything seems to be a bit of a blur. And my head hurt so badly.”

      “My head hurts now.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t go smacking it on the bottom of the bunk. I thought that it would be better for you to be on the bottom bunk because the top one has even less room, but I didn’t expect you to sit up so suddenly.”

      Torian sat for a moment in silence.

      “Sarot is gone?” Jakob asked.

      “Gone. Completely destroyed. And one man did most of the damage.”

      “Just one?”

      “And I think Aldrich knows him.”

      The door came open.

      The sudden influx of light was almost too much for Torian’s eyes, and he squinted to ignore it. The figure that loomed in the doorway was too large to be Aldrich. He was average-size and average build, whereas this person was solid and muscular and filled the entire doorway with his bulk.

      “You come with me,” he said, his words accented.

      Torian didn’t recognize the accent, but there was something about it that suggested to him that this man was Rusavian. It seemed impossible, as he thought of the escape from their soldiers, but maybe they hadn’t. Maybe they had traded one prison for another.

      “Jakob…”

      “I know how it looks, but we’re safe.”

      Torian got to his feet. The wagon lurched slightly, and he staggered for a moment before he managed to brace himself on Jakob and got his bearing again. As he stood there, wobbling for a moment, he wondered if he would be able to draw upon enough of his stored reserves to try to find a way to escape. He wasn’t even sure if he would be strong enough to escape if it came down to that. He thought that he might be able to after he rested for a little while longer, but that assumed that he could recover enough so that he could shift some of that weight again.

      “I can help you,” Jakob said, taking his arm and guiding him forward.

      They reached the door, which led out onto a small step, where he looked around to see the trees moving past quickly. They were in a caravan, a series of interconnected wagons, and the large man had disappeared to the next wagon.

      “We could just jump,” he said.

      “And go where?”

      “I don’t know. Back.”

      But back to what?

      The idea that they could go back to Sarot was impossible, as was the idea that he would even be able to find his way from wherever they were. He had no clue how long he’d been unconscious while they were traveling. And they could have traveled in any direction. Torian simply would not know. The trees around him looked like any other forest, a blurring of oak and pine and even some birch. From the speed of the wagons, he had to assume they were taking a road, but were they heading toward the attack, or could they be heading away from it?

      Jumping off the side of the wagon wasn’t going to get him the answers that he wanted, and more than that, he wasn’t even sure that he could survive a jump. If they had a pack of the shadow wolves following, Torian doubted that he’d be able to get very far before the wolves tracked him down. Assuming they cared so much about him that they came after him.

      “Just keep moving,” Jakob whispered. “If they wanted to hurt us, they would’ve done it by now.”

      “I know what happened during our walk,” he said.

      “Well, they could have dealt with you while you were unconscious.”

      Maybe, but the invaders had also had an interest in those who had sahir ability. What if he’d not been intriguing to them before but had shown something to them during his escape and then run through the forest? Maybe he had suddenly become a more appealing target.

      The wagon jostled, and he nearly fell.

      Were Jakob not there, he probably would have tumbled off the side of the wagon and then down. Thankfully, he managed to stay on the wagon, so he took the next step and cleared the distance to the next wagon. The door was cracked open a little bit, and he ducked his head as he stepped inside.

      This looked completely different than the other wagon.

      In the brief flash of light that he’d had, he’d been able to tell that the other wagon was little more than a pair of bunks. Maybe there was more in there, though he’d been distracted by their sudden—or maybe not so sudden, depending on how long he’d been unconscious—change in fortune.

      “Come in,” a woman’s voice said.

      Torian stepped forward onto a plush red carpet. Paintings hung on the inside of the walls, and a long cabinet took up most of one side. He stepped past a curtain to see the hulking man that had opened the door to their wagon waiting next to a much smaller and petite woman dressed in a pale yellow dress. Her eyes were a deep green that matched the slip of lace wrapped around her forehead, holding her raven hair back.

      “Give them a place to sit, Visthor,” she said, waving a hand at the large man.

      Visthor grunted, then pulled open one of the doors to the cabinet along the wall and withdrew a pair of stools, which he pushed toward Torian and Jakob. Jakob took his seat and quickly sat, looking around with interest.

      Torian was slower to accept the stool and slower to sit. There was something off here. He wasn’t sure what it was, but he could practically feel it. If he weren’t mistaken, they had ended up in some place controlled by the Rusavians, but it was different than he would have expected. The other Rusavians had been brutal and violent. It remained to be seen what these two would be like, though Torian worried that it would be more of the same.

      “Sit,” she said.

      There was force to her words. More than that, a large shadow wolf suddenly sat up and bared its fangs at Torian.

      He licked his lips. Though he’d eaten something and managed to fill his stomach, he didn’t feel any better restored than he had been before. His stomach rumbled, which elicited an arched brow from the woman as he took a seat, perching on the edge of the stool as carefully as he could, not wanting to let her know how uncomfortable he was, though suspecting that she already knew.

      “What is your name?” she asked.

      “I’m Jakob. I told you—”

      “Not you,” she said, ignoring Jakob. “You. What is your name?”

      “Torian Ranth.”

      She smiled. “Are you afraid of me?”

      Torian wasn’t quite sure how to answer that. Should he answer honestly, as he was afraid of her, or should he keep the truth to himself and make her think that he was more concerned about the uncertainty?

      “I don’t know who you are. I don’t know where I am. All I know is that you seem to have a Rusavian accent, and my town was recently destroyed by Rusav.”

      The woman leaned close, tapping her nails on the table in front of her. Each nail was painted a different color, and several of them had different pictures painted upon them. He couldn’t imagine how much time that would have taken to do. “That is what Aldrich said.”

      “Aldrich is the reason that we are here?”

      “Aldrich is the reason you still live.” She turned, reaching underneath her table, and Torian tensed. His mind created a half dozen different possibilities about what she might withdraw but was not prepared for her to pull out a silver pitcher that she set in front of her, and then proceeded to grab several glasses from under her cabinet as well and poured water into them. “Drink. I do not need to hear your stomach. We will see what we can do about food when we are done talking.”

      Torian wanted to argue and was tempted to deny her, but he was too thirsty, so he took the glass, and drank the water quickly. It quenched his thirst, but it did little more than that. His stomach still rumbled, growling at him angrily, though he wasn’t quite as hungry as he had been. Aldrich had fed him before holding him down.

      “And you?”

      “I’m fine,” Jakob said.

      Torian turned to look over at his friend. He didn’t seem as concerned as Torian felt, which suggested to Torian that Jakob had been through this already. “Do you know where we are?” he whispered to Jakob.

      “Not really. Sylvia has been kind enough to give me food and water, but they don’t tell me anything about where we are going.”

      “Sylvia, I take it?” Torian asked, turning back to face the woman.

      She bowed her head, though she didn’t look down at the table. “I am Sylvia Labravsan. You are with my people. We will keep you safe.”

      “You will keep us safe? Why?”

      “Because you will provide us a service.”

      Torian wasn’t sure that he liked the sound of that, but at the same time, he wasn’t sure that he was in any position to argue.

      He was hungry. Thirsty. And now he was trapped in a wagon, and from the look of the hulking man near him, he didn’t feel any safer than he had when trapped by the Rusavian soldiers when they had been making their way outside of Sarot along the road. As he suspected, he had traded one prison for another.

      “What service do you need?”

      “Aldrich says you have potential. You will use it. Then we will talk.”

      “I need to go after my sister. She’s still trapped—”

      “She is sahir?”

      Torian nodded.

      “Nothing must be done. Aldrich has gone after the captured sahir.”

      She got up and nodded to the large man, who moved to stand in front of her. A door opened with the sound of wind and the creek of wagons, and then when it closed again, Sylvia was gone.

      “You will stay and eat,” Visthor said. “And then you will work.”
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      TRAINING CONTINUES

      Torian hadn’t been sure what they wanted from him, nor had he known what they meant by having him work, but it apparently involved taking care of the horses and helping with the shadow wolves. There was other livestock with the caravan, most of them housed in one wagon or another, leaving Torian uncertain as to what they had ended up caught up in. The next few days passed slowly, and neither Sylvia nor Visthor had provided him with any explanation as to what they wanted from him other than that he was to work. He had no shortage of food or drink, and his bunk was hard but not terribly uncomfortable. Other than feeling as if he were a prisoner within the caravan, Torian had not been treated poorly.

      The caravan consisted of five wagons with the fading paint along the sides making it look as if they once had been well decorated, though now Torian couldn’t make out what had been depicted on them. Other than the bunks in the wagon he and Jakob shared, along with Sylvia’s wagon, he didn’t know what the other wagons contained. Jakob suggested Sylvia and the others were merchants, but if they had anything in the wagons, Torian hadn’t seen what it was.

      They had stopped for the evening near a stream. Sylvia was the caravan leader, and as far as Torian could tell, she was the one to dictate where and when they stopped each night but was often not found outside of her wagon. And she was never alone.

      Visthor frequently went with her. Torian thought they were a couple, but when he had said something about that to Jakob, he found his friend frowning.

      “I don’t know. I think he’s more hired muscle than significant other. I mean, if you’re interested…” Jakob said with a hint of a smile, grabbing a fist full of hay and carrying it over toward the horses, “I’m sure we can let her know.”

      “You need to stop. She’s old enough to be my mother.”

      “Oh, I don’t think she’s quite that old. She just has that stern disciplinarian look to her. I sort of like it.” He winked at Torian. “But if you’d prefer, I can leave her to you. I like Astrid anyway.”

      He nodded to the dark-haired young woman dressed in a bright red dress who stood talking to another man—her brother, from what Torian had been able to determine. “We have to be careful not to upset any of them.”

      “Trust me. She won’t be upset.”

      Torian shook his head, getting back to work. It wasn’t unpleasant work, and it reminded him more of what he probably would’ve been doing in Sarot had he stayed and not suffered the attack. No one really watched over them, but if he or Jakob were to run, there really weren’t many places for them to go. Not only that, but the shadow wolves around them made it so that they would probably be dragged back by those massive creatures; that is if they didn’t simply kill them first. Torian wasn’t convinced that the wolves were friendly.

      And he had not seen the wolf that had led him to Aldrich in the first place. For that matter, he hadn’t seen Aldrich since joining Sylvia’s wagon. When he said as much to Jakob, he’d told him that Aldrich had not spent much time with the wagons.

      “What do you think they really want with us?”

      “I don’t know,” Jakob said.

      “Did you hear anything before I came around?”

      “Well, when I first woke up, I was mostly concerned about where I was. Then I saw you, and I became concerned about what happened to you and whether I needed to be worried about you surviving. After I realized that you were going to pull through, I started to relax. I tried to listen but don’t speak the language.”

      “Rusavian,” Torian said. “At least, I think it is. I’m not entirely sure, but their accent suggests that.”

      “Why would they be traveling so openly here?”

      “Maybe they’re nothing more than a trade caravan,” Torian said.

      “This is not quite a trade caravan,” Jakob said. “I can’t tell you what it is, but it feels different.”

      They fell back into their work, taking care of the horses by feeding them hay and brushing them down, all of which Jakob guided Torian through the steps of until Torian became comfortable with them. It wasn’t hard work, nor was it complicated, so he could understand why Jakob had always been interested in trying to find something different to do with his days. Most of the others with the caravan were busy with their work, though not all of them. Some started a fire and began cooking, the smells already making Torian’s mouth water. He was no longer hungry as he had been before his second captivity, and he wasn’t as thirsty as he had been, either. The food was strangely spiced most of the time but not unpleasant.

      “You will come with me,” Sylvia said, approaching from the shadows.

      Visthor was behind her, standing as he often did as little more than a shadowy presence that loomed behind her.

      “Both of us?” Jakob said.

      “Not both. You.” She pointed one finger at Torian and then beckoned for him to follow her.

      Torian felt his mouth go dry, and he licked his lips, trying to force moisture into them.

      What was she going to ask of him?

      Her comments previously had left him thinking that they wanted him for his sahir potential, but they had never said anything to him about that. It was almost as if she had wanted it to be a threat, but then by having him serve in manual labor, it was as if she weren’t really concerned about it and didn’t really care what he did.

      She headed away from the wagons, into the shadows, where he saw a lantern set on the ground. She grabbed the lantern, holding it up to Visthor, and then waved another hand. “You may go.”

      Visthor nodded and stepped away, closer to the wagons where he remained a shadowy presence, but did not go away completely. Torian looked in his direction and couldn’t help but feel as if this were some sort of a test. Were they trying to gauge whether he would attack Sylvia? It would be stupid for him to do so, even if he had any way of it. Ever since coming around, he had been trying to push on that heavy weight inside of him but had struggled to even move it more than a little bit. He couldn’t even power any of the primary patterns, despite how much energy he had managed to draw the night that Aldrich had captured him.

      “Sit,” Sylvia said. “We will talk.”

      “You just want to… talk?”

      “Sit,” she said again. There was an aspect to her voice that demanded he follow her command and did not permit him to challenge her. Torian wasn’t sure that he dared even do so.

      He sat, trying to get comfortable and shifting his body so that he could keep the wagons in view while also trying to listen to the sounds around him. Every so often, there came a mournful howl from one of the shadow wolves that had ventured away, and it reminded him of the very first time that he had seen a shadow wolf.

      “Tell me about your training,” she said, crossing her legs as she settled down in front of him. Her hands were resting upward, the tips of her first three fingers on both hands pressed together into a triangle. It reminded him something of one of the earliest primary patterns, but it wasn’t complete. He didn’t see or feel anything from her to suggest that she was drawing power through that pattern, either.

      “If you are concerned that I’m going to do something to hurt you, you don’t need to be. I’m not capable.”

      She frowned at him, tipping her head to the side and studying him. The light from the campsite blinded him somewhat, and Torian realized that perhaps he’d chosen the wrong place to sit. He had the lantern, but the lantern only seemed to cast Sylvia’s face in strange shadows. He couldn’t help but see the disappointment creeping across her features.

      “What does this mean that you are not capable?”

      He wasn’t sure how much to share, but if he was going to survive whatever was happening in this new imprisonment with Sylvia and the others, Torian thought that he needed to be at least somewhat honest with her.

      “I’m not sure what Aldrich told you about me, or what he seemed to believe me capable of doing, but I trained in the Sarot school. There were only a few instructors, and I was one of a few students. I wasn’t the best one.”

      “There are others that are stronger than you?” She seemed genuinely surprised.

      “Quite a few,” he said. “I can reliably perform the primary patterns,” he said, “and can most of the time perform my first-tier patterns, though even that isn’t consistent. I’ve been working with it to try to improve, but I have not done so as well as my instructors would like.”

      She said nothing for a few moments. Her fingers twisted ever so slightly, and he caught a faint swirl of wind coming from them. “Show me these primary patterns,” she said.

      Her accent made it difficult for him to fully understand, so it forced him to lean forward to listen to her better. “The primary patterns are just basic patterns. I can show you, but they don’t do much other than connect me to some of the basics.”

      “Show me these primary patterns,” she repeated.

      Torian knew better than to argue with her at this point, as it wasn’t going to help him in any way. He gathered his thoughts, focused, and then began to work on one of the earliest of the primary patterns. He had to give a strong push in order for it to lift the weight inside of him, but all he needed was little more than a sliver of energy for him to use while drawing on the primary pattern. Nervousness made him strong. It had done the same when he escaped captivity, along with when he had been held by Aldrich. He didn’t push it nearly as much as he had those times, but enough that he opened that crack of power so that he could push some of it through the channels within him.

      Had it been only a day ago, he might still have been too raw from what he had needed to do to escape from Aldrich. Each passing day gave him more time to recuperate and more time for those pathways inside of him to recover. Though they weren’t fully healed, he could push through those pathways, and he formed the earliest of the lantern beam patterns. His fingers began to glow as he pressed them together, pushing outward with a ball of light that was not even as bright as the lantern in front of him.

      Then he released it. “That’s one of them.”

      “You said primary patterns. Show me all.”

      “They are not all that dissimilar,” Torian said.

      “Show me,” Sylvia demanded.

      Torian shrugged and then began to work through the series of primary patterns. Most of the primary patterns were fairly straightforward. Torian had the easiest time with light, using what was the basis of a lantern beam pattern, before he shifted to earth, a precursor to the stacked stone technique. The other primary patterns, including cold, water, air, and shadow were relatively straightforward. Torian always struggled with metal, though he managed to demonstrate it relatively easily for Sylvia.

      “Better,” Sylvia said. “These are primary? Basic?” She seemed to struggle with the words.

      “That’s what we consider them,” he said, thinking that he understood where she was going. She wanted to know what kind of power sahir possessed. He supposed that people in Rusav might not have a good understanding of it. It didn’t matter if he revealed those secrets, as there were now plenty of other sahir people who had been captured, so they would have opportunities to question others. “There are different tiers of patterns. With each tier, the patterns become more complex so that we can focus and control ever more complicated power. There are some who are incredibly skilled,” he went on, wishing that maybe there had been some of the high-tier sahir people around when Sarot had been attacked. Willa was at least a fifth-tier sahir, but even that had not been enough against Tamish. What level was he?

      “Tell me more about these tiers,” she said.

      “I don’t know what to tell you. Anybody who has the potential to be a sahir learns how to use the primary patterns, and from there, you begin to work through the first-tier patterns. Once you finish the first-tier patterns, you can call yourself a sahir. If you reach the third tier, you can go on to the university, where most will eventually progress to use the fifth-tier patterns.” Torian wasn’t sure why that was the case, but generally, if somebody has the ability to draw on third-tier power, they could learn to reach fifth-tier. At least, that was what the school conventionally taught. “I was still working on my first tier as I have some limitations.”

      “This is not what Aldrich promised.”

      “I’m sorry,” Torian said. “If you need somebody to be a sahir for you, I can provide you with primary pattern and first-tier pattern protection for the most part. Occasionally I can even dip into second-tier pattern.” And maybe even third tier, depending upon how scared he was, as he felt like the power that he had managed to draw when he had been terrified had been more than first or second tier. “But I’m not going to be able to do much more than that.”

      She frowned at him again. “Show me these primary patterns again.”

      “I don’t know that it’s going to make a difference. I showed you what I can do.”

      “Show me,” she snapped.

      Torian suppressed a sigh, feeling as if whatever Aldrich had promised Sylvia, he was not going to be enough for them. And unless he managed to either convince her that he didn’t have the power that they believed, or he managed to find a way of trying to use the power they wanted, he was going to be stuck.

      But he could show her the primary patterns again. And in fact, he enjoyed working through those primary patterns, as he had often done so.

      He started to flicker through them, starting with the lantern beam and moving on, but when he reached the wind funnel, Sylvia reached across, pinching his fingers together, and squeezing.

      “Not like that,” she said.

      “I’m sorry? This is how we make the primary pattern. Anything beyond this is one of the upper-tier patterns.”

      “Not like that,” she said again.

      She started to move Torian’s fingers, hovering them slightly to the side and adjusting the angle that he formed with just the slightest subtlety. As soon as she did, he felt a burst of stirring wind swirl out from him.

      “You know the primary patterns?”

      “Yours are sloppy. We will keep working until you master them. Then we will move on.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      She leaned forward, the lantern reflecting off of her features. “Aldrich says that you have potential. The wolf told him so. We will see.”

      “Potential for what?”

      “Potential for valsahir.”
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      FLOW OF THE PATTERNS

      The days went slowly, with Torian spending increasingly more time with Sylvia as she had taken an increased interest in working with him. Her understanding of the primary patterns was just slightly different than his own, but when she called his patterns sloppy, he didn’t know how to react. Every time she adjusted his pattern, he did feel a bit more of a burst of power, but it didn’t change anything major. There was still the weight weighing down inside of him that he could not shift enough to use reliably.

      Torian struggled with what she had said about the valsahir. About him in particular. He would never have imagined that he would be considered a valsahir and still wasn’t entirely sure that he believed Sylvia. Still, there had to be a reason that she was willing to teach him.

      “She’s just trying to teach you?” Jakob asked, shooting him a glance as they took care of the horses while stopped for the evening. The work was somewhat regimented. Each time they stopped for the night, Torian and Jakob were tasked, with several of the others, to help unhitch the horses, make sure they were brushed and fed and watered, and then tied so they wouldn’t run overnight if spooked. “I don’t understand why she would want you to learn how to use your power more.”

      “It’s not just that she wants me to learn to use it more. It’s that she thinks that I’m”—Torian leaned close, dropping his voice to a whisper—“valsahir.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Jakob said.

      “I know. And I tried to tell her that it was ridiculous because I don’t have any real potential, but she wanted nothing to do with it. She believes that regardless of what I am telling her, Aldrich detected something from me that night and that she is to draw it out.”

      “For what purpose?”

      That was the answer Torian still didn’t have. In the impossible chance that he actually could be a valsahir, his developing of that potential would be dangerous. He didn’t want to say that to Sylvia, as there was a part of him that loved the idea that somebody finally thought that he might have some potential, but he also understood that if Rusav were to gain a valsahir, then they would be far more capable of destroying Navarin. Not that they had any real difficulty doing so previously, as the destruction of his town, and everything that he had known, could attest to.

      Every so often, Torian would look out through the trees and he would see the wolf that had guided him to Aldrich in the first place. The wolf had never gotten so close again that Torian had been able to see him very well, but it did have a distinctive stripe down its back so that when he saw it, he knew it was the same one.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know much about valsahir other than stories, and most of those are impossible to believe.”

      “You mean that the valsahir single-handedly kept Rusav from destroying Navarin?” Jakob asked with a hint of a smile.

      “That and quite a few others,” he said. It was power. That was the real concern that he had about Sylvia’s belief that he could be valsahir. Torian simply did not have power. He never had.

      They finished their work for the evening and sat by the fire to get something to eat. The others in the caravan had welcomed them more than he would have expected, other than Visthor. Torian suspected Visthor was playing the role that he was asked to play; the others had been almost inviting. It was a far cry from when he’d been captive with the soldiers and terrified that he wouldn’t survive the march.

      He and Jakob sat off to the side as quietly as possible. Neither of them had said anything to the other, but they had both decided to sit away from the rest as if some mutual understanding had passed between them to avoid drawing the attention of anyone in the camp.

      “Why you boys sit away each night?” an older man named Invat asked. He looked as if he’d once been as large as Visthor, though time had diminished some of his size.

      “It’s because you smell,” Astrid said.

      She was a bit younger and pretty. She’d always seemed welcoming to Torian.

      “Maybe because they smell,” Johan said. He was Astrid’s brother and had always sat close to her as if she needed his protection. “They’re from Navarin, so of course they do.”

      “We’re in their lands. So we all smell,” Invat said, raising his hands. “I think it’s the trees. They don’t have same clean to them.”

      “You wouldn’t know clean if someone dunked you in Ysiran Lake,” Charlek said. He sat off to the side as well, though normally was quiet.

      Torian didn’t know him that well, but he helped with the meals and was quick to offer a measure of help when they were caring for the horses. From what Torian had been able to tell, Charlek had been involved in caring for them before he and Jakob had been given the assignment.

      “Ah, the lake,” Invat grumbled. “It’s been too long since I sat along her shores. I miss the way the water splashes there.”

      “You should’ve done more than sit, old man,” Astrid said, getting to her feet and scooping some of the food for the evening into a bowl before carrying it over to them. She held it out. Jakob was faster and took it. Astrid gathered another bowl, bringing it to Torian. “There is food for all. No need to tear my fingers off. The hunting is good in these lands. That is why we travel.”

      “That’s not the only reason,” Charlek said.

      “That is the reason,” Astrid said.

      “Sylvia has been clear that she—”

      “We don’t need to talk about Sylvia and what she plans,” Astrid said, glancing briefly to Johan before taking a seat. “She’ll reveal it in time. We know what we must do.”

      They fell quiet at Astrid’s urging.

      Torian had hoped that he might get some more insight about what the others intended, but without any of them having a willingness to share, he doubted that he’d learn anything. Tonight was venison, and they’d roasted it well, leaving the meat tender. He plucked at it, chewing it slowly. Were he not so acutely aware of what had been going on, he might actually think that he was on some grand adventure. The people were pleasant enough, the food was plentiful, and he was in no obvious danger.

      Then Sylvia came to join them. She ate, whispering something to Astrid before pointing to him and motioning for him to follow. As he did, he had the sense that Johan gave him a heated stare, though Torian did his best to ignore it.

      “You have been too sloppy. I am tired of the sloppy. You must show me that you can do what Aldrich claims you can do. Otherwise…”

      When she didn’t explain what would happen otherwise, Torian shivered.

      There was something about Sylvia that made him uncomfortable. She obviously had some understanding of the primary patterns, but she never demonstrated anything beyond the primary patterns. Maybe she didn’t want to, or maybe she didn’t know anything beyond the basics. That was a possibility that he had considered but hadn’t known whether he should be worried that she was the one who decided to teach him.

      “I don’t know why you believe that I can do this.”

      Sylvia looked at him. “Why do you not believe?”

      Torian shrugged. “Because I understand my own limitations. I’m not capable of being a valsahir.” Let alone Torian didn’t know that he believed in the valsahir, though he wasn’t willing to tell her that, as it was obvious that Sylvia did.

      “The wolf brought you to Aldrich.”

      “I understand.”

      “No. You do not. The wolf brought you. They recognize something in the valsahir. They always have. They help lead others to learn.”

      Torian blinked. “They do what?”

      “You did not know?”

      Torian shook his head. “We don’t have any valsahir in Navarin.”

      “No. Not any longer. They were targeted. They were responsible for ending the war long ago. Some believe the valsahir were no longer needed, so they faded into memory.” The hint of a smile, which appeared on her face as she said it, suggested to Torian that she didn’t believe that.

      “Why now? Why did Rusav attack now?”

      “I don’t know. I suspect Aldrich does, and that it is tied to Tamish, though there are certain things Aldrich does not explain.”

      “Why didn’t he teach me, then?” Torian had felt Aldrich’s power, even if he didn’t fully understand it. If anyone could be valsahir, Torian believed it was him.

      “He no longer teaches. Now, let us get back to what brought you here.” She shifted. “You talk of these primary patterns as if they are something basic,” she began once they had moved away from the camp and settled on a pair of stumps that had been set out for them. Torian suspected that Visthor had been asked to bring them out and could only imagine the reaction the large man would have at the request. “They are not basic.”

      “What I’ve been taught—”

      “Is sloppy. Do you want me to show you how sloppy?”

      He didn’t answer fast enough, though partly that was because he did want her to show him. If there was anything that she could teach about the patterns, he wanted to learn. There was no denying that she had a way of using the patterns that was different than what he’d learned, but he couldn’t say that it was better—just different. The problem came when Sylvia decided that what Torian did and the way that he did it was not as she wanted.

      She began to move her hands in the primary patterns that Torian had seen before. She had a fluidity to them, but it wasn’t only the fluidity that she used as it was the technique that she used. She pinched her fingers together in a way that felt different. Still, there was no denying the result. As she worked, Torian could feel some of the power that she was calling, and then there was a faint gust of wind that swirled away from her, billowing toward him, followed by a brief flash of light.

      “Do you see?” Sylvia asked, her accent making it difficult for him to follow. “And do you feel? This is different.”

      Torian wasn’t entirely sure what it was that she just did, but it felt both similar and dissimilar to his primary patterns. It was the dissimilarity that worried him. If what she wanted to show was the basis of some valsahir primary pattern, he wasn’t sure that he had the potential for that.

      “You are using some sort of a primary pattern. I don’t know what to make of it, only that I don’t recognize it.”

      “What do you know about the strands of power?”

      “The strands?”

      “You have different patterns, yes?”

      “Patterns based on different aspects of power,” he said, realizing what she was getting on about. “So this is tied to light, dark, air, earth—”

      “It is all connected. And what you call primary are not basic. You can learn different strategies of controlling even simple patterns. That is what I will teach. That is how we will prove that you can be valsahir. Now begin.”

      He began to work through some of the primary patterns, shifting from one to the next, having pushed that weight aside enough for him to feel some of the energy beginning to flow so that he could use the patterns. He didn’t attempt to use anything stronger, as he didn’t know if it made a difference or not. First tier was not beyond him at this point, though he didn’t feel as if he had pushed aside the weight enough for him to reach the second tier.

      “Not basic,” she said.

      “I know they’re not basic, but they’re what we call primary in that we use them to help us learn how to begin to make other patterns.” Torian felt like he had been through this argument with Sylvia a few times and, unfortunately, had not gotten any closer to convincing her. “The next tier begins to build on it.” He had started to show her the first-tier pattern, when she reached across and slapped his hand.

      “No. We focus on this. You are still too sloppy.”

      “I don’t know what you mean by too sloppy,” he said.

      She got up, standing behind him, and leaned over his shoulder. She took his hand in hers and began to force his fingers to bend in the patterns. She went from wind to light, then back to wind. The sequence was familiar to him, as he still felt as if these were nothing more than parts of the primary patterns, but it was the way that she bounced from one to the next that wasn’t quite familiar to him. He recognized that she had him holding onto a connection while changing from one to the next, something that he didn’t do well normally using the primary patterns.

      “Do you see?”

      Torian nodded, as he did understand what she was trying to show him, even if he didn’t know if what he wanted to do, nor how he wanted to do it, would make a difference with her. “I can see what you’re trying to tell me, but I’m just telling you that I do things differently.”

      “Sloppy,” she said. She separated her index fingers and then brought them together very slowly, deliberately enough that Torian thought that he understood that his index fingers were the issue. “See how you hold?”

      “That’s what I was doing.”

      “No,” she snapped. “That is not what you are doing. I don’t know what to call what you’re doing.”

      “Other than sloppy,” he muttered.

      Torian attempted to mimic how she was holding her fingers and shifted them a little bit more, but every time he did, he noticed a slight shake of her head, the irritation in her eyes, and started to wonder if he really was sloppy. Maybe she was right.

      “How is what you are doing that much different than what I am doing?”

      “You can’t even see it?”

      “Apparently not,” he said. “So why don’t you help me know what it is that you are doing that I am not.”

      She leaned back again, her fingers flickering through a series of patterns. As they did, he noticed that not only did it seem as if the patterns were linked, much like he had believed when she had been demonstrating it to him, but there was also a strange flow that he could feel more so than he could see. He wasn’t entirely certain what it was that she was doing, only that every time she shifted the pattern, he felt some part of it beginning to surge.

      A rhythm.

      That was what seemed to be different from what she did compared to what he was doing. He didn’t have the same rhythm to his movements that she did.

      “I think I understand,” he started, and when she gave him a mocking look of annoyance, he shrugged. “Or maybe I don’t. Let me try.”

      Some of it came from the pattern. He didn’t hold it quite the same way that she did, and he wasn’t sure that it mattered. She certainly seemed to believe that the pattern itself made a big difference, but Torian thought that it was the connection that she formed that made the difference, not so much the pattern itself. As he began to follow that connection, trying to weave up from one to the next, he felt the pattern flowing in a way that it had not before. He couldn’t say if it was better or worse, only that it was different than how he had traditionally used the patterns. His training in school had involved using a single pattern at a time. He had never attempted to mix them like this and certainly had never tried to get them to flow the way that she did.

      For the first time while working with Sylvia, Torian felt as if he understood what she was trying to show him. It wasn’t so much that he was sloppy, though maybe there was a part of it that was true. It was more that his technique was different than hers, and he struggled to replicate it. These were all part of the primary patterns and all patterns that he had trained to use while at school, but the technique was different than anything that he had been shown before.

      “Better,” she said. She nodded at him, and he noticed a hint of smug satisfaction on her face. “You can listen. Maybe you can learn, too. And if so, you can prove that you can truly become a valsahir.”

      “What happens if I can’t be valsahir?”

      That was the part that left Torian more concerned, especially as he didn’t know if he would end up disappointing her through his inability to be what she thought him capable of becoming.

      She regarded him for a long moment. “You will be what you will be.” She nodded at him. “Now practice.”

      She got up, leaving him alone to practice.

      Torian let out a heavy sigh, but maybe it was for the best. He did need to practice. He felt as if he were getting closer to making an understanding about the primary patterns. If there was some way of linking them together, blending them in a way, he might be able to use his weak pattern better than he had ever imagined. He might not ever become a valsahir, but if he could blend the patterns, then he could at least progress in a way that he had never considered before.

      So she left him alone, and he sat in the darkness, working through his patterns, searching for an answer that never came.
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      OTHERS WHO HAVE LOST

      Torian watched the wolves as they followed them through the trees. He still hadn’t seen the brown-furred wolf that had led him to the others, though he suspected that he was out there. Every so often, he’d catch a flash of brown fur, enough that it made him think that it had to be there and that he didn’t imagine it, but then it would disappear into nothing.

      There were no ravens.

      Astrid hopped between the wagons as they lumbered onward, making their way steadily to the east. Her long robes looked as if they’d get caught between the wagons, but she didn’t seem to have that much difficulty. When she dropped down next to Torian, she flashed a smile.

      “What are you looking at?” she asked.

      He hadn’t spoken to her that much. Not enough that he felt comfortable talking to her, especially not with her brother watching—which he often did. “The wolves,” he admitted.

      “They are impressive, aren’t they?” she asked, leaning forward and resting her elbows on her knees. “But blinded. That is why they are with us.”

      The comment took him aback. “Blinded?”

      She nodded. “You do not see?”

      “I guess I don’t,” he said.

      She twisted her fingers through the fabric of her dress, doing so in a rhythmic sort of fashion. “Do you have the wolfahar in your lands?”

      The way she asked it sounded harsh but surprisingly fitting. “We call them shadow wolves. And no. At least, I didn’t think we did. Most believed they had been hunted out of these lands.” As he said it, he wasn’t even sure that they were in Navarin. The wagons had been moving steadily enough that he didn’t pay that much attention to where they were going, only that he could tell that they were heading somewhere. After what happened with his parents, that was what he thought he wanted.

      What of Liana?

      Torian sighed, pushing away those thoughts. He wanted to find his sister but didn’t know how. If Sylvia told the truth about what Aldrich claimed, then he didn’t have to worry. Someone else—and more powerful—would be going after her. And hopefully, the others.

      Liana wasn’t the only sahir from Sarot who’d been captured. She wasn’t even the only one that he cared about. Torian would help Jensen if he could but didn’t know if there was anything that could be done for the boy.

      “Shadow wolves. That sounds fitting. They do hide when they want to.”

      Torian glanced over, starting to smile, but realized that she wasn’t making any sort of a joke. “When they want to?”

      “Of course. They are with us because they’ve been blinded, but that doesn’t mean they are unable to help. Visthor sees to that.”

      Torian had noticed that the large man seemed to be responsible for managing the wolves, even if he didn’t know how. The way that he worked with them reminded Torian of Cory and the other stable hands with the horses, and how they had a practiced sort of approach to them. Much like the stable hands were comfortable with the horses, Visthor seemed incredibly comfortable with the wolves.

      “What do you mean that they were blinded?” Torian asked.

      “You do not see?”

      She waved toward the trees, then toward the sky, and Torian thought that he understood.

      “Ravens,” he said. “What happened to them?”

      “Unfortunately, Rusav knows the ravens are a threat. They take out the ravens, and they think they can blind the wolfahar. Perhaps they would if Visthor did not help.”

      They sat for a moment, and Torian leaned back, watching for signs of the wolves’ movement. They were not easy to spot, even knowing that they were there. They were shadow wolves, so of course, they would be difficult to find. “My people always believed they were dangerous. We were taught they were a part of Rusav."

      “That is foolish,” she said. She flashed a grin at him. “They are connected to…”

      When she fell silent, Torian smiled.

      “Go ahead. You can say it. Valsahir.”

      “You know?”

      “I know what Sylvia has told me.”

      “She spoke to you about this?”

      “Was she not supposed to?” He wasn’t sure that anybody could tell Sylvia not to do something. Maybe Aldrich, it seemed to him that she revered Aldrich and would do nothing to irritate him, but the others in the caravan all followed Sylvia’s lead.

      “I don’t know.”

      She fell silent again and decided to change topics. If she feared sharing anything about the valsahir, thinking that she was somehow going to get in trouble with Sylvia, then he was unlikely to get Astrid to share anything about that in particular. But he could get her talking about herself.

      “Where are you and your brother from?”

      She looked back along the wagons. Johan occasionally glanced in her direction as if trying to decide if Torian was going to cause any problems for her before pointedly looking straight ahead again. Every so often, Invat, who was sitting next to him, would try to get Johan to engage in conversation, but he seemed to refuse.

      “South.”

      “There isn’t much to the south,” Torian said, thinking about the maps that he had studied in school, trying to piece together where she might have come from. “You get past the forest, then past Larsant Lake, and…” Torian frowned, realizing that he didn’t know what was past the lake. It was an enormous inland lake, fed from the western mountains and generally considered difficult to cross, but Torian hadn’t spent any time in the south to know if that was true or not. “Are you from near the lake?”

      “South,” she said.

      Torian turned to her and regarded her much more closely than he had before. He had thought that she was like Sylvia and probably from one of the border cities, given Sylvia and Visthor’s similar accents, but as he thought about it, he realized that Astrid and Johan didn’t have the same accent. For that matter, their names didn’t even really fit with what he would’ve expected for somebody along the border.

      “Beyond the lake?”

      She nodded slowly.

      “How?”

      She snorted. “You do not believe that wolfahar exist, and you ask me how?”

      “I didn’t say that I didn’t believe they existed, only that we hadn’t seen them.”

      And even saying it, Torian realized how foolish that sounded. Of course, they existed. And there were rumors of wolves passing through Navarin, even getting close to Sarot. The last time that anybody had spoken about a wolf getting anywhere near his hometown had been several years ago. If the wolves were drawn by valsahir, did it mean there had been someone capable at that time?

      What he wouldn’t give to have those answers.

      “What’s it like. Where you’re from, that is. What’s it like?”

      “It was peaceful,” she said softly. She turned and looked, staring in the direction that Torian had been looking when she had first come. “It changed.”

      “War?”

      “It comes to my land,” she said. “We had peace for many years. But that changed. A great violence came.”

      “Rusav?”

      She shook her head. “No. I had not heard anything of them until I traveled beyond the lake.”

      “Then what?”

      Before Torian had a chance for her to answer, a sharp howl split the trees.

      One of the wolves had cried out, and another began to follow.

      The wagons came to a halt.

      It didn’t take long, but then Visthor jumped out, carrying an ax slung over his shoulder, and darted toward the trees with a lumbering sort of gait, quickly flanked by another pair of wolves. They followed him into the darkness before disappearing.

      “What is that about?” Jakob asked, poking his head up from the wagon. “Oh. Hello Astrid. I didn’t realize you were visiting.”

      “I saw that Torian was lonely. I hear he lost his parents. That is something I understand.”

      “You lost your parents?” Jakob asked. “Did Rusav attack them, too?”

      She shook her head. Commotion from the front of the wagons drew her attention, and she reached over, tapping Torian on the arm. “I need to check on Johan, but I wanted you to know that you are not alone here. It can be difficult leaving what you know. Difficult, and sometimes necessary.”

      She jumped to the next wagon and scrambled forward until she caught up to Johan, who looked back at her before quickly waving his hands, motioning toward Torian.

      Jakob snorted, climbing all the way out of the wagon and dropping next to Torian. “It seems like her brother doesn’t care much for her talking to you.”

      “I didn’t do anything,” he said.

      “Oh, I’m not saying that you did. Only that her brother doesn’t seem terribly excited about the two of you chatting. Can’t say that I blame him. I don’t really care much for you talking to her, either.” Jakob flashed a wide smile. “Mostly because it means that she isn’t talking to me.”

      Torian snorted, turning his attention toward the trees. “The wolves found something,” he said.

      “Makes you glad we have them, doesn’t it? Can you imagine what it would be like if we didn’t have them out there sniffing out dangers?”

      “I don’t know what kind of dangers we have to worry about, anyway. It seems like we are heading west.”

      “West? That’s going to take us closer to the mountains.” He looked up, wrinkling his brow as he did. “And I don’t see any mountains, Torian.”

      “It’s going to take a while to get all that way. I doubt you could see the mountains here. The trees get in the way, and even if they don’t, look at the clouds.” The clouds had been a gray smudge off to where Torian believed was the west, which signaled the threat of a storm in the direction they were traveling. “I just hope that wherever we are going isn’t so far away that the others can’t find us.”

      Jakob was quiet for a few moments before he turned to Torian. “Do you really think he’s going to find her?”

      “He said that he was going to. At least, that’s what Sylvia said.”

      Jakob nodded. “What Sylvia said. And are we sure that we can believe what she claims? We don’t really even know what they are doing. Why do they even have a caravan like this?” He spread his hands, motioning toward the wagons. “And why do they have the others traveling along with them? Doesn’t seem a bit strange to you?”

      “It does, but so does the idea that Sylvia claims I could be valsahir. And that Aldrich could have power beyond any sahir that I have ever encountered. So all of this seems to be a bit much.” He didn’t mention that Astrid had told him that she and her brother had been saved, presumably by Sylvia. It left Torian wondering if perhaps she also had valsahir potential. Maybe that was the reason Sylvia had her and Johan and the reason that she knew about the wolfahar.

      “I just think we need to be careful. We don’t know these people.”

      “We don’t. But it’s better than what I experienced traveling with the Rusav soldiers. You were lucky that you weren’t captured by them.”

      “Lucky? I don’t even know what happened to Cory, but I’m assuming it’s the same thing that happened to everybody else. So is that lucky?”

      Torian realized how foolish it was that he made a claim like that. It hadn’t been lucky. Of course not. Jakob had lost people he knew and cared about no differently than Torian. He hoped to find his sister, but could Jakob make that same claim?

      It was unlikely. Jakob’s older brother had left Sarot years before, but his parents had been in town. Torian hadn’t wandered through the bodies to see if he could find Jakob’s mother, but she undoubtedly had been among the fallen as well.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said, shaking his head. “I have been so caught up in what I lost that I haven’t even paid any attention to what you have lost.”

      Jakob swallowed, closing his eyes for a moment. “I’ve been trying not to think about it. I’ve been focused on the wagons, the people around us, on the fact that you survived, and not at all about what we have lost.” The fact that Jakob mentioned we instead of I was a stark contrast to Torian. “I keep hoping that we might learn the reason. There has to be one, doesn’t there? They wouldn’t just attack and destroy everything and everyone that we know for no good reason. Would they?”

      Torian shook his head. “I wish I had that answer. All I know is a name. Aldrich and Sylvia blame him for what happened, so…”

      “I want to find him. I want him to suffer the same way that we have,” Jakob said.

      It was a startling comment from his usually easy-going friend.

      “But if there’s a chance that your sister still lives, then we need to do whatever we can to help her. You have my word. I will do whatever I can to help her.”

      Torian took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Thank you.”

      “That might mean you becoming the valsahir they believe.”

      “What if I can’t?”

      “Well, maybe you drag your feet until we get wherever we need to be safe. Make it look good until then.” Jakob smiled, though there was still sadness in his eyes. “And until then, we make nice.”

      “And hope we don’t come across more Rusav soldiers.”

      “We are heading west, right? What is the likelihood that we will find them here?”

      “I don’t know. Probably no worse than the likelihood of them coming all of the way to Sarot.”

      And Torian didn’t need to tell him how unlikely that had been.

      The wolves let out another howl, and Torian looked in that direction.

      A dark shape separated from the trees far in the distance, rising above the canopy. Torian frowned as he stared, trying to make it out. It looked like an enormous bird, and it circled for a moment before streaking off. There was something strange about it, strange in the way that finding the carcasses in the forest with Jakob had been strange. He looked to Jakob, who shook his head.

      “I don’t know what that is. And if they have creatures like that in the west, maybe this isn’t a good idea.”

      “I don’t know that we have much of a choice,” Torian said.
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      BAIT

      The days passed slowly. Sylvia had not worked with him again after that last time, though Torian had been practicing on blending his primary patterns together and testing whether there were any sequences that flowed more effectively than others. So far, he had determined that wind and the lantern pattern were easy to link, but then he knew that as those were the very first ones that Sylvia had tried to show him. He had also managed the stacked stone linked to wind, but he hadn’t found any purpose behind that, as it didn’t really do much. Then again, these were only primary patterns, and it was possible that none of them would do very much.

      “You have been working steadily,” Astrid said, looking over at him. “Does Sylvia require that of you?”

      Sylvia wasn’t visible to him now, but that didn’t mean that she wasn’t watching somewhere. “She doesn’t require it, but she wants me to work on my primary patterns.”

      Astrid smiled tightly. “At least you can make those. I…”

      “You what?” he asked when she didn’t elaborate.

      “I have potential, they say, but have much to learn.”

      “I could work with you,” he suggested.

      The idea that he could teach anyone seemed ridiculous.

      She watched him a moment, then a smile spread across her face. “I would like that. Besides, it would be good to be ready if we find more of the sparlsav.”

      Torian grinned at her. “The what?”

      She waved a hand over her head. “The sparlsav. The creatures that drew the wolfahar.”

      Torian recalled the strange dark bird that they’d seen—along with the other birds that he’d encountered within Sarot. “I didn’t know what they were called.”

      “I don’t know what they call them here, either. Probably not sparlsav.” She smiled at him. “If you can show me anything…”

      So they sat and worked.

      It was surprisingly pleasant. There was no one to tell him that he shouldn’t be doing it and no one to caution him about what else he could be working on. They spent much of the morning just talking and practicing, with Torian learning a bit more about her, though she didn’t like to talk about her home—or what had happened.

      After a while, she rejoined Johan, and Jakob took a seat next to him, elbowing him with a grin. Torian said nothing. They had been traveling along the forest, Torian seated atop the wagon as he and Jakob had been assigned to do, watching the trees march past them in a steady fashion, when he noticed a small streamer of smoke up in the distance. When he pointed at it, Jakob frowned.

      “Are you sure that’s not just a cloud?”

      “What kind of a cloud looks like that?”

      “I don’t know. What kind of smoke looks like that?”

      “All smoke looks like that,” he said.

      He was convinced that was what he saw and even more convinced when the shadow wolves that had served as their companions darted off into the trees, braying with a regularity that sounded almost as if they were hunting hounds rather than wild wolves. The others on the caravan seemed unconcerned, continuing with their jovial conversation and occasional laughter.

      It was like that most days. Some in the caravan were assigned to hunt, though Torian had often worried that they’d get left behind. It never happened. Each hunt had been successful. The people were assigned to venture away and go hunting, and they always came back with enough food for the entire caravan. Rabbit and venison were the most common, though occasionally, they managed to scavenge for some wild fruits. The night they had come across a grove of apple trees had been one of the best days that Torian had had ever since leaving Sarot. The fruits had been ripe and crispy, and they had even plucked extras to carry with them at Sylvia’s insistence.

      “The shadow wolves obviously think something’s going on,” he said.

      “Now you think you understand the wolves?”

      “I don’t think anybody can understand the wolves,” he said. He wished that he did. He’d caught sight of the wolf that had guided him to Aldrich on a few occasions, but never so regularly that he could say with any certainty whether the wolf had chosen to follow him. Torian didn’t think that was the case. There would be no reason for the wolf to come after him, after all, but it did have a peculiar pattern to its fur and had something about it that was easily recognizable.

      The wolves didn’t come back right away.

      The one thing that he’d noticed about the pack of shadow wolves was that they didn’t have the conspiracy of ravens tracking along with them the way that he would have expected, which left him wondering why that might be. At one point, he’d made a comment about that to some of the others traveling with them, but Invat had been the one to answer.

      “The wolves have lost their eyes. That is why they stay with us. We are now their eyes.”

      When Torian had thought to try to dig into that comment to get a better sense of what he meant, Invat ignored his pressing questions, to the point where Torian decided that it was best not to keep pushing.

      “Maybe we’ve reached another town,” Jakob suggested.

      “Now you agree there’s something out there?”

      “It’s not that I tried to disagree, but I see the smoke.”

      It streamed above the trees, leaving a slow billowing of it that drifted in a bit of a pattern that Torian found almost unnatural.

      When the wagons began to pick up speed, he felt as if his assessment had been accurate. There was something unnatural to the smoke—and Sylvia had turned the wagons to avoid it.

      They picked up speed.

      That was unusual.

      Most of the time, the wagons took the same plodding pace as they traveled, but now they began to move with a vigorous intensity, leaving Torian worried about what exactly they might find up ahead. He started to work on his different patterns, flicking his fingers through them as he focused on watching the smoke. He had gained some speed with it, along with some skill that he had not had before. He attributed much of that to what Sylvia had shown him, along with the technique of how to continue through the different patterns. Torian had begun to use that technique as often as he could, testing whether there would be any way for him to use that and trying to follow that flow.

      “What are you doing?” Jakob asked, snapping at him and leaning forward to grab for Torian’s hands.

      “I don’t know. I was just thinking. And…”

      Maybe it was a mistake. He had no idea if using his patterns would somehow draw some unwanted attention to them, but there was a possibility. Given everything that he had gone through and how he had come to use the sahir, Torian should have been smarter about it, but he had been concerned about what he was doing.

      A rustling through the trees caught his attention, and he looked over to see one of the shadow wolves bounding back at them. This was one of the large wolves, and it raced alongside them. At one point, somebody whistled, and then the wagons moved even faster.

      Torian found his heart racing. He didn’t know whether there was anything worrisome here, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that whatever was happening that had prompted the sudden change of pace was tied to the smoke.

      Torian stood, wobbling on the wagon for a moment. He had gained a measure of balance while traveling and could now stand more easily on the wagons as they were rumbling forward, but there was still a part of him that worried about tumbling off to the side.

      Something was going on, and he wanted to know what.

      He climbed to the edge of the wagon, and then he stepped down the ladder before walking through a series of wagons to get to Sylvia’s compartment. He found her seated at her desk, her head down as she looked at something sprawled across the surface. A map. Torian’s interest piqued, and he tried to lean forward, but Visthor blocked him.

      “What are you doing?” Visthor asked.

      “I just wanted to ask…”

      About what?

      His sister?

      There wasn’t anything that she’d be able to do for Liana.

      “I wanted to know what was going on. We’re moving faster.”

      Sylvia glanced up at him and looked as if she were debating whether to answer. “We will be unlikely to keep ahead of Rusav without taking a different sort of action. I believe that Aldrich spoke of Tamish with you?”

      The memory of that strange and violent man stuck in Torian’s mind. He nodded.

      “Good, as it is important that you know that we must get past this.”

      “But my sister is out there. Aldrich was looking for her, but—”

      Sylvia shook her head. “Your sister will not be there. She is sahir?” Torian nodded. “Then she will be claimed, not cleansed.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “It is my responsibility to ensure our safety.”

      “I refuse your safety. I want to know.”

      “Visthor is going to see what has drawn the wolves’ attention. That is all.”

      He didn’t know if they would find anything, but if Rusav was moving nearby, he wanted to know—especially if they might have the other sahir, including his sister. “I could go,” Torian offered.

      “It’s foolish,” she said.

      “Wolves will come,” Visthor said. “I go anyway. You don’t need to go.”

      Torian frowned at that until he realized just what it was that Visthor had implied.

      Bait.

      That was what he was.

      “You don’t have to send him out like that.”

      “I don’t have to go,” Visthor said. “Others need. I go.”

      “I can help. I might not be that powerful, but I can draw their attention. That could help.”

      Visthor and Sylvia shared a look.

      “If you do this, only Visthor can protect you. Aldrich will not be there.”

      “I’m not expecting him to be there,” Torian said.

      Visthor looked at Torian for a long moment before nodding. “Come,” Visthor said.

      He stepped through the rest of the wagon, pushed open the door, and then waited for Torian to join him. When he did, Visthor jumped off to the side of the wagon and jogged away, coming to a stop.

      “Do not try to do too much,” Sylvia said. “They do not need to know that you are valsahir.”

      “I don’t think we need to be concerned about that.”

      He pulled the door closed, then he jumped down, joining Visthor. As the wagon caravan rolled past, Astrid watched. Her hands were pressed together in one of the primary patterns, but she didn’t move them. He couldn’t tell if she’d succeeded in the pattern.

      Jakob looked down at him, concern wrinkling the corners of his eyes. Torian waved, wishing that he felt as confident as he tried to look. Then again, maybe he didn’t look confident at all.

      Visthor whistled, and five shadow wolves appeared out of the trees, bounding toward him.

      “We go,” Visthor said.

      “What are we supposed to do?”

      “We are supposed to draw Rusav away. You do.”

      “How am I supposed to make that work?”

      “I not know. You are the valsahir.”

      “Not you, too.” From the ground, the smoke seemed a bit more distant, but he thought that he could follow it. “Sylvia’s going to need to lead the wagons away from it.”

      “She knows you saw the map.”

      “I don’t even know where we are,” Torian said. “So when we do this, how are we supposed to find our way back?”

      “We do not. Wolves will find.”

      That could work, but it also involved trusting shadow wolves to bring them back together again. Given that it worked one time before, Torian knew that it was possible, but he also wasn’t sure that there would be anything that he could do if he got separated from Visthor and the wolves. So at this point, he had to put his safety into Visthor’s hands. Then again, it seemed as if Sylvia were putting the safety of the caravan into his hands.

      As bait.

      Why not?

      Torian took a deep breath, gathered his confidence, and pointed off toward the smoke. Visthor guided them, traveling with the wolves, weaving between the trees. The wolves moved quickly, some of them racing up ahead before coming back, while one of them, a massive, black-furred shadow wolf, stayed with Visthor all the while.

      They reached a clearing where Torian noticed smoke drifting in the distance. He struggled to keep himself oriented, but the wolves didn’t have that same issue, heading continually toward that smoke. Eventually, they reached the edge of the town, where they stopped at the tree line and stared at what looked to be an empty town and with much the same destruction Sarot had endured.

      “We go,” Visthor said. “They are gone.”

      “I’m not sure,” Torian said, shaking his head and staring toward town. “This is what happened to my town. If it’s anything like that, they will have gathered people in the center of it.”

      “Then we draw them off. You do.”

      “We need to know if there are any soldiers here.”

      Visthor whistled softly, and three of the wolves turned toward him, ears perked. It seemed to him that Visthor said something to the wolves, but then they bounded away. Torian had come to think that the wolves were at least semi-intelligent and had started to question whether they might be actually smart, so seeing this left him thinking that they had to be smarter than he had ever imagined. Either that or they were that well trained. It was possible that they were simply trained that skillfully, as he had seen dogs that had something similar to that, but these were shadow wolves, so the idea that he commanded them was still shocking to Torian.

      “How long do you want us to wait?”

      “Wolves tell us,” Visthor said.

      Torian slipped closer to the last tree at the edge of the clearing, staring at the village. It was smaller than his own village, and up close, now he could see that it had been destroyed much like his had been.

      Would that mean that Tamish was here?

      “Get back,” Visthor said.

      Torian hadn’t realized that he had been slipping forward. Now he stood somewhat out in the open as if compelled to move and drawn by the destruction within the village. All of it left him feeling as if it were happening to him all over again. It reminded him of what had happened to his home, his family, his father.

      And without even meaning to, his hands had begun to move in a pattern.

      Torian had shifted the weight, heaving it out, knowing what he was doing and without knowing how he managed to push it so much. That energy swelled within him, filling him. Torian had rarely felt that kind of power, but there was something about the fear of what had happened to his people, seeing what had happened to others like his people, that changed him. He drew that energy through his channels, filling himself with it and already beginning to focus on a second-tier pattern.

      “Be ready,” he said, looking back at Visthor. “If you want me to be bait, then I’m going to be bait.”

      Visthor’s eyes narrowed, and he whistled three times quickly, with a sort of undulating quality to it. The nearest wolf to him bounded off, disappearing from the tree line while the others shifted back. Whatever command that was, they had responded quickly to it. Torian pressed his fingers together, and then unleashed a second-tier beam lantern pattern.

      He had rarely built himself with so much power so that as he did it now, he could feel that swelling through him. It flowed through his channels, splitting down either arm and then into his fingertips. The energy that flowed out of his fingertips, forming the lantern beam, caused it to glow brightly, exploding light out and around him. Torian figured that it might be more effective if this were nighttime, but it was effective now.

      The effect was immediate.

      A shout rang out, and then he saw a soldier come racing toward them. He was not alone. Two others followed. They each reached underneath their cloaks, drawing their weapons.

      Torian had forgotten about them.

      What if he used something against their weapons?

      He had power still in him. Having drawn that through him, Torian thought that he could continue to command it and let it flow into the stacked stone pattern. He pushed it out and away, toward the nearest of the soldiers. When the pattern struck, the man staggered, stumbling to the side, but managed to catch himself quickly and turned to race directly at Torian.

      The other two came at him as well. Torian tried to release more, but he had already used up the power that he had managed to shift open for himself, so now he didn’t have quite as much as he wanted. The stacked stone pattern had worked somewhat, but what he needed was something even more potent than that. He did not know what he could use that would have that kind of potency. If he had access to higher-level patterns…

      Gaspel worked with him on some of those higher-level patterns, though Torian had not had the opportunity, nor the strength, to use them, despite having practiced them while traveling. Now was his time.

      He focused on the weight inside of him, shifted it as hard as he could, giving it a shot, and then hurriedly formed the third-tier stacked stone pattern. He normally wouldn’t go to that one, but given that they came at him with these blades, stone seemed to be the most effective.

      The nearest soldier staggered. He didn’t get up.

      Torian shifted and focused on that weight inside of him again and heaved one more time. Panic made him stronger than he normally was, and the power surged inside him, flowing through his channels, and he pushed it through his fingertips into the stacked stone pattern that blasted toward the next soldier. It struck right in front of him.

      That might even be more effective than hitting the soldier, as the stone cratered and sent the man flying backward.

      The last soldier hesitated.

      When he heard the growling behind him, he realized the hesitation came from the wolves and not at all from him. It didn’t matter. The wolves prowled forward, then they snarled, racing at the man. He began to whip his blade but wasn’t fast enough. Three wolves pounced on him, and with a furious speed, they ripped the man apart.

      One of the soldiers started to get up, his blade raised toward the wolves. Torian cried out then pushed another stacked stone pattern out through his fingertips, striking the stone right in front of the man, which cracked, tossing the man backward.

      Torian stood for a moment, trying to prepare for the possibility of another attack.

      None came.

      Everything was still.

    

  







            Chapter 29

          

        

      

    

    




      SURROUNDED BY WOLVES

      Torian took a moment to try to gather his thoughts as he looked around the outskirts of the town. He couldn’t believe that he’d survived. Not only had he survived, but he’d actually stopped several of the soldiers.

      Not just me.

      The shadow wolves had certainly played a part, and they were crouched not far from him, waiting. Torian wasn’t quite sure what they were waiting for, only that they were definitely sitting ready.

      “You do good,” Visthor said, coming from behind him. He grabbed a piece of broken stone and crashed it down on one of the soldier’s heads, crushing it. He moved to the next, doing the same thing. He didn’t have to do anything to the man the wolves had dealt with.

      Torian was too startled by what Visthor had done to react.

      “What was that?” he finally managed to say when Visthor turned back to him.

      “That is dealing with threat. You do not leave them alive, or they come at you when you not looking. Trust Visthor. I know this.”

      Torian tried to look away, but he couldn’t shake the image of what Visthor had done to the men and how easily he’d just slammed the rock into their skulls.

      “We just look. That what Sylvia say. Now we fight.”

      Visthor leaned down, grabbing one of the strange blades the soldiers used. He twisted it with a practiced movement, leaving the blade whistling with the familiar sound that Torian had come to know before he tapped on the end. The blade simply shrunk down into a small rod of metal that Visthor stuffed into his pocket.

      One of the other fallen soldiers near Torian had a blade that Visthor either ignored or waited on Torian to claim. He stepped past pooling blood, trying not to step in it, before grabbing the weapon. It was far lighter than he would have expected.

      “Blade of Wind. That is what they call it.”

      “When they had us captive, we saw them use it. The blades must have runic patterns on them,” he said, though as he looked at it, he didn’t see any sign of runic patterns. Whatever gave the blades the magic that they undoubtedly had wasn’t in the runes that he’d learned.

      “No pattern. Wind. You see.”

      Visthor whistled, and the three shadow wolves that had been sitting and waiting lurched to their feet and started prowling along the edge of the town. Visthor followed, which left Torian to decide what he wanted to do.

      Do I follow?

      He was supposed to be bait, but that hadn’t been the case. Instead, he was the reason that three men were dead.

      They would have killed me.

      Knowing that didn’t make it any easier for him. Torian had never even considered the possibility that he might fight in the war. He never wanted to be a soldier and never wanted to use his power in that way. But he had. And what was worse, he had done more than what the instructors in Sarot had been able to do.

      They had been surprised by the attack.

      That had to be the reason that they had not been able to stop the soldiers, though as Torian told himself that, he wasn’t entirely sure if that was true or not. Willa was certainly skilled, as were Gaspel and Heshian, but none of them had stopped the attack, possibly because of the other man that Aldrich had mentioned.

      Unlike the soldiers who had destroyed his entire town. Men, like the soldiers, had separated his family. They might even have killed his father, though Torian wasn’t sure if his father had died or if he had managed to escape.

      They didn’t deserve any emotion.

      He turned the Blade of Wind over in his hand, studying it. It had a slight curve to the blade, far narrower than any sword that Torian had ever seen before. It didn’t look like it would be much, though. Having seen it in action, Torian understood that the weapon was formidable. Some of that came from the obvious power stored within the blade, though he wondered if he’d be able to do something similar with it.

      He couldn’t carry it like this, but he probably didn’t need to. Visthor had triggered some part of the handle to cause it to collapse. Torian just had to figure out the trick of collapsing the sword.

      He poked around the handle until he found a section that rotated. Surprisingly, all it took was a quick flick, and the entire Blade of Wind collapsed down into a slender wand that was no longer than his forearm.

      He looked up to see Visthor pausing at a pile of debris. It looked as if the section of stone that he crouched next to had once been a wall of some sort, though it had been fully collapsed but protruded from underneath stone. Visthor ignored it as he looked straight ahead.

      “More soldiers,” Visthor said as Torian joined him.

      Torian looked where Visthor was directing his attention. There were more soldiers. There had to be at least five more, at least those that he could see, but if these soldiers were anything like the ones that had targeted his people, it was likely there were more that he could not see.

      “Then we should get going. Either that or I do what Sylvia wanted and serve as bait, drawing them away.”

      Visthor looked back at him. There was a darkness in his eyes that Torian had not seen before. “No bait. Destroy.”

      “What do you mean destroy? We can’t—"

      “I saw what you do. No bait.”

      Visthor wanted him to fight?

      Torian had gotten lucky. He didn’t know if he could do so again. In fact, he doubted he could do so again. “There are at least five soldiers up there. What do you think that we can do against them?”

      “They no hear the fight. Surprise them. We do this.”

      “No, we do not do this. I don’t think that we can do anything to get us to safety here.”

      “If we no do this, they take the women. Bring them to Rusav. Claim them as wives. Daughters become wives. This no good.”

      Visthor stood with barely controlled rage.

      “The others go work. Men work. Boys work. Do until hands and body bloody. They no care. Many die. You see. Family. Sister.”

      Visthor’s voice trailed off a bit.

      Who has he lost?

      “There are too many,” Torian said softly.

      “Those like you must learn control from one called Gretansk. Terrible power. They serve, or they die.”

      By now, Visthor was looking at Torian as if daring him to tell him that they shouldn’t do what it appeared that Visthor intended to do.

      And what could he say?

      Better yet, what should he say?

      Torian had seen what they were willing to do to people. He didn’t understand why they had slaughtered his people, other than that they had been in the way. Would the same have been done to the sahir students? To his sister?

      She had potential. Just like Leven had potential.

      Torian didn’t know who or what this Gretansk might be, but the idea that his sister would be forced to serve was almost too much for him. What could Torian do? He didn’t have the right kind of power, regardless of what Sylvia tried to draw out of him.

      “We should just—”

      Without giving him a chance to tell him what they should just do, Visthor pulled the Blade of Wind out of his pocket and twisted the end. The curved blade reformed. “We go.”

      Then he whistled before slipping past the rock and out into the open.

      It was Torian’s turn to be irritated.

      Five soldiers.

      Visthor didn’t seem to care.

      From what he’d said about the soldiers and what they did to those they captured, it sounded as if he had experience with the soldiers. That surprised Torian, as he would have thought that Visthor was with the soldiers if anything.

      But the rage…

      That was something a person couldn’t fake. And he saw it within Visthor.

      The man’s blade whistled.

      Two of the soldiers turned to him. At first, they didn’t seem to recognize that anything was amiss, though Torian suspected that they just thought that Visthor was one of them. Then they started toward him.

      What would Torian do?

      Would he let Visthor go off on his own?

      It wasn’t as if Torian didn’t have his own issues with the soldiers. He’d seen what they were willing to do to his people. They killed indiscriminately. They didn’t care enough to feed them. They barely provided water.

      There was no reason for him to feel any remorse for what happened to them.

      And what he should feel was the same rage.

      He started forward, already trying to find a way to push past the weight that was buried inside of him. As much as he wanted to find that power, he struggled to do so as that weight seemed even heavier than before.

      Have I pushed too hard already?

      Two of the shadow wolves lunged forward.

      The soldiers hadn’t counted on the shadow wolves. They’d been more focused on Visthor. When the wolves attacked from either side, the soldiers turned, but they were a step too slow.

      Visthor was there in a heartbeat.

      For a large man—and he might be the largest man that Torian had ever seen—he moved fast. The Blade of Wind whistled, catching the air with the power that gave it its name, and he spun to bring the blade around where he cut one of the soldiers, then turned, bringing the blade up to swing toward the other.

      He wasn’t going to be fast enough.

      Visthor’s sword seemed to be a bit slower than the other soldiers, enough that it seemed to Torian that he struggled with the length of the blade while the soldiers did not.

      If I can’t help…

      Torian heaved on the weight inside of him. It shifted as he pressed his fingers together into the first-tier stacked stone pattern.

      He wouldn’t use that pattern normally, as he wasn’t sure that it was that effective most of the time, but in this case, he thought that it was the only pattern that he dared try use since it had been effective against them before.

      Torian targeted the stone at the soldier’s feet.

      It exploded.

      Both the soldier and Visthor were tossed back.

      The shadow wolf nearest the soldiers seemed to have anticipated what Torian planned on doing, as it had leaped away to avoid the stone exploding. As Torian released that power, the wolf darted forward, claws tearing across the soldier’s chest and throat. The man didn’t get up.

      Visthor did, looking back at Torian and offering a hint of an approving nod.

      Two soldiers down.

      Three remained.

      At least three. There might even be more, but Torian didn’t see any others coming.

      They no longer had the element of surprise while dealing with the three that remained, as they each had their blades withdrawn and approached carefully but without any sign of fear.

      Two of the shadow wolves at the edge of town darted toward them.

      The soldiers spun and a burst of wind blasted at the wolves, tossing them back in a tumbling heap. There was a snarling in the distance, and a brown-furred wolf came darting in, the dark stripe visible along his back. It was the wolf that had traveled with Torian. He hadn’t even known that the wolf was there.

      “We should go,” Torian said to Visthor. “We’ve got their attention. Now we should leave before anything happens.”

      Torian didn’t know if they’d even be able to get away at this point.

      “No run. We stay. We fight.”

      Visthor held his Blade of Wind out, and he spun it quickly enough that it caused the air to whistle around him. Torian had a blade but didn’t trust himself to use it, even if he understood what was involved. It had runic patterns on it, so it would need power to work.

      He was better off using his patterns.

      They had worked so far, even with his minimal control. He could do this.

      He focused, straining against the weight that was deep inside of him. It felt no different than it ever did, but the decision to fight seemed to give him strength that he normally didn’t have. He heaved on the weight inside of himself. It felt as if he were physically straining against some real weight inside of him.

      Wind began to push on him.

      He ignored it.

      He ignored the three soldiers coming at him, as there was nothing that he could do about that. He ignored the mournful howling of shadow wolves outside of town, knowing that they may not be able to help. He ignored everything around him, as the only thing that mattered was the weight inside him. And Torian had to find some way to slip past that.

      It was there, buried inside him.

      He heaved with as much strength as he ever had.

      The stone-like weight inside him shifted. He didn’t hesitate. Torian allowed that power to course through his pathways, and he pushed it toward his fingertips, which he had bridged into a second-tier stacked stone pattern. He targeted the nearest of the soldiers, exploding the rock just in front of the man’s feet. Debris shot up, catching the man in the shoulder and face, and he twisted off to the side, coming to rest in a heap.

      Torian had done that.

      There were two more soldiers.

      A burst of wind slammed into him from behind.

      Torian spun, fingers pressing into the first-tier stacked stone pattern, but shifting as the power that still flowed through him was too much to control with a first-tier pattern. He started to move his fingers toward the second-tier pattern when he changed his mind and went on to the third-tier pattern that Gaspel had taught him, though Torian didn’t know if he’d be able to hold it correctly.

      There were three more soldiers behind them. And they were targeting Torian.

      “Visthor? We have a total of five remaining.”

      “Six,” Visthor said, his accent thick.

      Torian understood, nonetheless.

      Six were coming toward them.

      And they had to fight their way free.

      He focused on the nearest of them and the stacked stone pattern and sent it rippling toward the soldier. Before the effect of the power could strike the stone, the soldier did something that none of the others had done before. He swept his blade down, sweeping it toward the stone Torian had targeted. It seemed to cleave through the power that Torian targeted at him.

      The energy dissipated into nothing.

      Torian backed up, getting closer to Visthor.

      Shadow wolves lunged toward the soldiers nearest to Visthor, but with a quick flick of the soldier’s wrist, the blades caused the wolves to go tumbling away.

      Another wolf snarled, his wolf. Its tackles were raised, and it bared its fangs, a violent sound rumbling deep in its throat. It wouldn’t make any difference, though.

      They were trapped. There were too many soldiers.

      And Torian was not skilled enough to do much here. He had managed to help somewhat, but it seemed as if he had reached the end of his capability, and now, not only would he fall, but Visthor as well.

      And the shadow wolves.

      That bothered him just as much. They had been fighting alongside them, and it was because of the shadow wolf that he had even found safety. Wind buffeted him, and Torian braced for the inevitable.

      He focused on the power that he had inside of him, attempting to push on that weight to try to call more of it through him and through his pathways, but as he did, he knew there were limits. He didn’t have the necessary strength or experience to use that much power, even if he were able to gather it.

      Then the wind pressed upon him.

      Torian was forced to his knees.

      One of the soldiers loomed overhead, his blade gleaming.

      Torian tried to focus on the stacked stone pattern, but he couldn’t concentrate. The wind pushed his hands apart, keeping him from forming the pattern, and there was nothing he could do. It reminded him of how Aldrich had pressed him down to the ground with whatever strange band he had used so that Torian had needed to burn power off him.

      “I sorry,” Visthor said. “My fault.”

      As the Blade of Wind came toward Torian, he heaved with as much strength as he could. He felt that weight shifting inside of him. Power burst through him, and rather than trying to form a pattern to concentrate it, Torian unleashed it.

      Then he knew no more.
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      FIRST DANCE

      Something wet dragged across Torian’s cheek.

      It took a moment to realize what it was. One of the shadow wolves must’ve been licking his cheek. He tried to open his eyes, but his head throbbed, his insides burned, raw the same way that they had been when he had escaped from Aldrich’s strange trap, but he was alive.

      That thought drifted to him a little too late.

      The last thing he remembered was the Blade of Wind coming down. He would’ve expected that the soldiers had killed him the same way that they had killed Walter and others with the caravan, but here he was, still alive.

      More than that, shadow wolves were near him, as well.

      “You awake,” Visthor said.

      Torian tried to open his eyes, but everything felt sticky and raw.

      “Do not move,” Visthor said. “You used too much.”

      “I don’t know what happened.”

      “You valsahir. I saw. You take care of soldiers. Not bait.”

      The last thing that Torian remembered, other than the Blade of Wind coming toward him, was the power that he had managed to dislodge from inside of him. He hadn’t formed a pattern. He hadn’t been able to get his hands together in order to do so. He had just pushed out that energy as hard as he could, knowing that if he did not, he would have died.

      As far as he knew, he shouldn’t have been able to push on power like that. Everything that he had been taught told him that it should not have been possible.

      “What happened to the soldiers?”

      “They no longer problem,” Visthor said. Torian tried to move when he felt Visthor’s massive hand pressing him down. “No move.”

      “I need to sit up. I’m feeling sick.”

      “That your fault.” Visthor laughed. “But I thank you for it.”

      Torian continued to blink, trying to peel his eyes open. By the time he managed to do it, Visthor no longer held his hand down on Torian’s chest, no longer trying to keep him in place. As he looked around, he saw the brown-furred shadow wolf watching him, the same way that it often seemed to do. “How long was I out?”

      “Couple hours. At least, I can tell. Might be longer, but I struggled, too.”

      Torian looked up. The sky was darkening, which meant that it probably had been more than a couple of hours. It had been nearly the entire day. And he had been unconscious.

      It was a very good thing that the soldiers were not a threat.

      And as he thought about the soldiers, he looked around and saw bodies scattered around them. It didn’t look as if Visthor had even moved him from where they had been before. Maybe he had dragged some of the soldiers away from Torian, as they were not nearly as close to him as they had been when he had collapsed, but they still ringed them.

      None of them moved. For that matter, none of them breathed.

      “You?” Torian asked.

      “Some,” Visthor said, shrugging. “Some you.”

      “I don’t know how I did it.”

      “Sylvia right. You valsahir.”

      “I don’t know how. I’ve never been strong like that before.”

      “This not strong. This gifted. Blessed.”

      Torian breathed out heavily, and he looked all around before settling his gaze back on Visthor. “What happened to the villagers?”

      “No villagers,” he said.

      Torian tried to look around. Maybe they had been brought away from the village the way that Torian’s people had been brought from Sarot.

      Could they go after them?

      Him and Visthor weren’t going to be enough.

      “What about Sylvia?”

      “They keep moving. Safer.”

      “What about us?”

      “We get moving. In time. You need to rest. I no move you.”

      Visthor’s treatment of Torian had changed. Maybe it was because Torian had helped, or maybe Torian had just misread Visthor all along. Whatever it was, he had a feeling that Visthor didn’t see him the way that he had before.

      Visthor handed him something. Torian took it. It was an apple from when they had passed the grove before. Torian took a bite, and the sweet juice dripped down his chin. He chewed slowly, savoring the bite. “I give you water when ready.”

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “No thanks. I live.”

      Torian finished the apple, and when he was done, he did feel a little bit stronger. It was almost as if eating had helped rebuild some of the strength that he had started to lose. Getting to his feet, he looked around him before turning to see Visthor cradling a Blade of Wind, the blade retracted again.

      “I never wanted any of this,” Torian said, rubbing a knuckle to his temple. “I wanted to stay in my village. I wanted to become a sahir.” Not deal with soldiers. Slaughter. Losing everything and everyone that he knew.

      “Sometimes we find what we need, not what we want,” Visthor said.

      Torian snorted. Practical, just like everything about Visthor. “And what do you need?”

      “Blade,” he said with a smile.

      “You know how to use those blades, don’t you?”

      “I have some experience,” Visthor said.

      “How?”

      “Long story.”

      “Do we have time for it?”

      “No.”

      Torian considered pushing, but he doubted that the larger man was going to be pushed around by Torian, regardless of how much Visthor might claim that he was a valsahir. Instead, he pointed to where the soldiers were lying. “What about their weapons? What about them?”

      “They dead.”

      “I know that they are dead,” Torian said, trying not to think about how much of what had happened was because of him, though some of it had been, according to Visthor. “Do we take their Blades of Wind?”

      Visthor patted his pocket. “I already do. They no need.”

      “Can we use them like they do?”

      “In time, but it difficult. We no have strength. They do.”

      He arched a brow at that comment, as he had a hard time thinking that Visthor didn’t have the necessary strength for anything, but shrugged. “What kind of strength are you talking about?”

      “Different. Not like you. Not like Sylvia. Different. That why they like them. Chosen.”

      Torian thought that he understood. The soldiers were chosen for their potential. Perhaps for their power. What made them different, though?

      “I think I’m ready to go.”

      “You sure?”

      Torian looked around the town. “Is there any reason for us to stay?” He knew that it wasn’t good for him to be hopeful that any of the townsfolk might have survived or still been here, but he couldn’t help it. There had to be a reason that the soldiers were still here. They couldn’t just be about destroying the town, though that seemed to have been a part of the reason that the soldiers lingered.

      “No reason. There no sign of people.”

      “That’s what I was afraid of,” he said.

      Torian had seen what they were willing to do, the violence they were willing to inflict, and he knew it was unlikely that there would be any survivors. If the soldiers decided to destroy, then they would destroy.

      “Maybe we find on journey.”

      “What can we do if we do?”

      “You do. Not we.”

      Torian wasn’t sure how to tell him that he didn’t think that he could do what Visthor believed, but it only would become an issue if they came across those people. Still, if he could be valsahir, couldn’t he rescue his sister? That way, Torian could save her from the fate Rusav had in mind for her.

      He looked around the town, but all he found was the broken rubble of homes and stores and everything that had once been there. Torian didn’t know this town, but he felt its loss the same way that he felt the loss of Sarot. And for what?

      “Why are there not more soldiers?”

      “You want more?” Visthor asked.

      “It’s not that I want more. It’s that it seems like there should be more. If this is an invasion, why are there not more here?”

      “I not able to answer. Now. If ready, we go,” Visthor said.

      Torian wanted answers, but maybe there weren’t going to be any easy ones for him.

      Torian still felt the throbbing in his head, though having felt it recently after having done something similar, it didn’t worry him. It would pass in time. He didn’t even worry about the fact that he couldn’t push on the weight inside of him with enough force to move it so that he could draw some of that power out of him. That would have been helpful, though he didn’t fear that he couldn’t do it. Much like the headache passing, the inability to reach for more power would eventually pass.

      What if we encounter more soldiers before it does?

      That was a concern for later, much like his concern about what to do if they came across the townsfolk that needed help. Only then would he start to think about whether he could move that weight and find some way to fight again.

      “I’m ready,” he said, trying to sound more confident than he felt.

      Visthor eyed him a moment as if he knew that Torian wasn’t quite ready but said nothing. With a whistle, shadow wolves got up from the ground, though Torian hadn’t even realized that they had settled around him. They had blended into everything so well that they might as well not have been there.

      They headed away from the town, moving back in the direction that they’d come. When they reached a road, Torian glanced back. There was still some of the smoke that had drawn them here in the first place, though not as much as there had been before. Much of it had faded, leaving only a faint tracing as a memory of what had happened to this town. What was worse, Torian didn’t even know the name of the town to be able to remember what had happened here. When he said as much to Visthor, he just shrugged.

      “There are many places like this. They no care.”

      Maybe that would have to be enough for Torian, though it didn’t feel like enough.

      He fixed the scene in his mind. If nothing else, he would like to have a chance to remember what had happened here and what had been lost. This town deserved that much, at least, as he wasn’t sure who else could do that for them.

      “What do you think they did with the others?” Torian asked as they started forward.

      “Don’t know. Sometimes they just kill. Don’t have reason. We find places like that.”

      “I thought they took the men away so that they could work.”

      “Most times. Not always.”

      “And the women?”

      Visthor didn’t answer him at first. They kept walking, the shadow wolves on either side of them as if to form some sort of honor guard. “Some towns no have women they want long time. They take, then leave. You know what I mean?”

      Torian wasn’t sure that he did, but he also didn’t think that he wanted Visthor to explain it to him, either. “What about those who are sahir? There would’ve had to have been some.” Every town had their own school, and every town had those who had potential to be sahir. It was why those who trained in the university often were tasked with traveling the countryside so that they could find others who had similar potential.

      “They never leave them. They would have been taken.”

      “Then where were they?”

      “Gone. Always first.”

      Which meant that Torian’s sister would’ve been taken away first.

      What would have happened had he been identified as one of them? He was thankful that he had not been, as he didn’t know what would have happened in that situation, but he also couldn’t deny that he had a curiosity as to what would have happened. Maybe it was a blessing that he was not powerful enough. At least, that he had traditionally not been powerful enough.

      “Did you lose your family?” he asked, thinking about what he said.

      “Wagon my family,” Visthor said.

      “But you must have lost something. Or lost someone?”

      “All lose. That is why we family.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “No sorry. You help.”

      Torian stayed quiet. Could that be why Sylvia wanted him? Maybe they intended for him to be some sort of revenge for what had happened to their people, but how could he do that, even if he was valsahir?

      “All have lost, as that is why we are family.”

      “Who did you lose?”

      “It’s no matter.”

      “It matters,” Torian said. “I lost my brother before the attack.” When Visthor glanced in his direction, Torian shook his head. “Not from Rusav. It was an accident. I was there. I couldn’t get to him. I… I wasn’t strong enough. I never have been, but that time I was painfully aware of how I wasn’t strong enough. And I’ve been trying to learn everything that I can to be able to keep the same thing from happening, but…”

      “No blame self,” he said.

      “I couldn’t help my father. My mother. And now I don’t know what’s happened to my sister.” Torian had no idea how to even go about searching for her. Even if he knew, he wasn’t strong enough to do anything. Perhaps if he could become a valsahir, he might be strong enough, but that involved something that Torian doubted was even possible.

      “I lost sister,” Visthor said without looking over to Torian.

      He didn’t say anything more, and Torian didn’t press.

      They kept walking through the night. Torian didn’t object, as he had no interest in camping on the side of the road with Visthor, even with the shadow wolves for protection. Having seen the danger of the soldiers and what they were willing to do, he knew better than to risk staying any longer than necessary. While they walked, he tested the Blade of Wind, twisting the handle, forcing the blade outward, before retracting it once again.

      At one point, while resting next to a stream, Visthor nodded toward the Blade of Wind Torian had been holding. “You want to learn?”

      “I want to learn what it can do. I feel like there’s some trick to it that I should be able to learn.”

      “No trick. Weapon. You learn.”

      Visthor motioned for him to stand. There was a gap in the trees that allowed moonlight to filter down, reflecting off the stream and casting everything in a pale silvery light. It was a calm night, with a cool breeze that whispered through the upper branches of the nearby trees, and there had been no further danger during their journey, so Torian had gradually begun to relax. He had not realized how much tension he’d been carrying until it eased.

      “You see how to extend?”

      Torian nodded. “That was the first thing that I learned. I thought it strange that they had swords they could extend.”

      “Not sword. Blade. Different.”

      “I don’t see how it’s that different. It acts like a sword.”

      “Try,” he said, pointing to a nearby pine tree.

      Torian frowned. He carried the Blade of Wind over toward the pine tree and held it in both hands. It was light enough that it was easy enough for him to lift so that as he swung it down, he expected to split the heavy branch. Instead, it deflected off it.

      The blade hadn’t even whistled for him.

      “See? Different. Not sword. Sword cut through, like knife.” As if to prove his point, Visthor strode over to the branch, unsheathed a long-bladed knife, and slammed it down, somehow managing to cut halfway through the branch in a single blow.

      “How is this better than a sword?”

      “You see how better,” he said.

      “But what if it didn’t work?”

      “You see it not work?”

      Torian shrugged. “I suppose not. So it only works for those who understand how to make it work, then.”

      “Exactly. Not all make work. That’s why Blade of Wind safe for them, not safe for us.”

      “How do I make it work, then?”

      “There is trick.” Visthor stood with his hands gripping the end of his Blade of Wind, and then he brought it down with a sharp strike so that it whistled. “Position matter. Posture matter. All this matter. It go into Blade of Wind, and it come out.”

      “Not a trick,” Torian said, looking down at the handle of his Blade of Wind and thinking that he was beginning to understand, “but a pattern.”

      “Not pattern. No matter how you stand, so long as you stand right way.”

      “Then it matters,” Torian said.

      He wasn’t sure that he was going to get through to Visthor, and he wasn’t even sure that it mattered. If this was some sort of a pattern-based weapon, then he might be able to learn how to use it. Visthor obviously did. Which meant that Visthor had trained enough to do so.

      He looked at the large man, who had retracted his blade, and then with a quick flick of his wrist, the blade extended once again. “Can you show me how to make it whistle?”

      “Whistle is first sign that work. Easy for learning, hard to use and fight.”

      Visthor showed him how to stand, keeping his feet positioned off to either side, and then he demonstrated the arc. There was a particular sweep of his arms that mattered. Torian tried and still couldn’t make the Blade of Wind whistle the way that he thought it needed to. Visthor finally retracted his blade, came to stand behind Torian, and squeezed Torian’s shoulders so that they took a slightly broader stance than he had anticipated.

      “Now try.”

      Torian swept the blade down, but Visthor caught his arms.

      “Not like that. Too stiff. Must be fluid.” Visthor took a step back, and Torian turned so that he could see what Visthor was doing. “You ever dance with beautiful girl?”

      “No,” Torian said.

      “Of course not. You still boy. When man, you dance with beautiful girl.”

      “I’m almost…” He cut himself off before making any claim about how he was nearly of age, as at this point, he didn’t think it even mattered anymore. He had escaped from soldiers, killed some soldiers, and now was traveling with a strange caravan. What did it matter what age he was, or what age he might almost be? All that mattered was that he had done those things. “I just haven’t met the right girl.”

      “Oh? Town no have pretty girls?”

      “I was busy with school.”

      Visthor grunted. “I busy, too. Not too busy for girls. Most boys think only of girls. What you think of?”

      Developing my patterns, Torian didn’t say.

      Instead, he said, “How do I get to be more fluid?”

      “You think of how you move with beautiful girl,” Visthor said with another laugh. “Then it get easy. Until then, you practice. You either find it, or you do not. No matter. You are valsahir.”

      Torian looked down at the Blade of Wind. Even if he was a valsahir, that didn’t mean that he could always have access to that power. In fact, most of the time he did not have access to that power. He needed something to help when he felt otherwise helpless. A Blade of Wind would be ideal.

      But he would have to somehow find a way to learn to dance.

      Now, Torian figured he would just practice.
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      FROZEN IN DREAMS

      The morning sun came slowly, gradually growing brighter. Torian couldn’t believe that he’d been awake the entire night, but then, he had been unconscious for several hours the day before, so maybe that had been enough rest for him that he didn’t need to have slept.

      Visthor never slowed.

      He had a steady, almost mechanical pace. The wolves followed Visthor, not the other way around, and he directed them with whistles that guided the wolves away and into the trees where they would occasionally howl and make their presence known, though Visthor never shared what the wolves uncovered.

      Torian anticipated that they would find evidence of the caravan passing through, but they had not. There was no sign of the camp, though in the past, Sylvia had always camped along the roadside. While she had always made a point of ensuring that they tried to hide evidence of their passing, Sylvia had pointed out how others might pick up on the fact that their caravan came through, showing how to spot disturbed earth, the remnants of the campfire, and even ruts in the ground from the wagon. He saw no sign of any of that.

      “How much longer do you think we have to go?” Torian continued to fidget with the Blade of Wind and found extending and retracting the blade to be a nice distraction during the long and steady walk. “I feel like we should have found the others by now.”

      “We go how long we go,” Visthor said, sounding as if he were annoyed at the idea that Torian would even continue to ask the question. “There no reason to rush.”

      “No reason other than whatever we just faced might have reached the others by now.” It surprised him that Visthor would act so calmly about the possibility that the same thing would happen to them that had happened to others but wouldn’t hurry any more than he seemed to be. While with Sylvia, Visthor had seemed to Torian as if he’d wanted nothing more than to protect the woman. “Don’t you worry about what would happen to them?”

      “No worry. They will be fine.”

      Torian flipped the Blade of Wind out again before retracting it and finally looked up to Visthor, who had been silent. He didn’t share Visthor’s optimism about the possibility that the others would be fine, but then, maybe that didn’t matter. Rather than arguing with Visthor, he chose to focus on the Blade to see if there was anything that he could uncover from it.

      The handle seemed to be fashioned out of fairly lightweight metal. It wasn’t steel, but he wasn’t quite sure what kind of metal this was, only that it felt much lighter than what he would have expected it to be when he’d first picked it up. The mechanism that allowed the blade end to slide out felt quite solid as well so all that it really took was a quick twist to open so that the blade would come slipping out from the end.

      “You shouldn’t play. That can be dangerous,” Visthor cautioned.

      It was getting lighter all around them, and they still hadn’t begun to see anything that would suggest that they were getting closer to the wagons. Torian had started to feel tired, but now this was a very different fatigue than he had been feeling before, a bone-weary sense that left everything inside of him wanting nothing more than to rest. Some of that had to be from what he’d done when confronted by the soldiers and how he’d moved that strange weight inside of him, but some of that might only be that they had been walking through the entire night.

      “I’m trying to understand the mechanism here. I can’t use the weapon the way that you do,” Torian said, glancing to Visthor with curiosity again and hoping that he might offer some explanation about what it was that he did and how he managed to do it, “but I thought I could try to figure out how they constructed this. The metal is something different than I expected. Do you know anything about the making?”

      “No. Blade of Wind dangerous weapon. You have seen. Special forgers make these, and others like it.”

      “Wait. There are other similar weapons?”

      “Blade of Wind is not only blade.”

      That surprised him, though maybe it shouldn’t have.

      There were certainly other kinds of power that existed, so it did make sense that there would be more kinds of blades. Could there be blades for each of the core patterns? Wind was but one, so he supposed that he could imagine a scenario where there were blades of fire, earth, and maybe even water, among others.

      “Why have we only seen Blades of Wind?”

      “Don’t know. Probably faction responsible.”

      That was an interesting thought.

      Torian didn’t know much about the invasion other than how many of his people had suffered because of it, but it might make sense for there to be something more to it than he had uncovered. “How many different factions exist?”

      “Rusav large country. Many people. Many factions.”

      “I thought they were all the same,” Torian muttered, looking down at the Blade and thinking that he had no real understanding of how he might be able to use the Blade. If there were that many different possibilities, what would happen if they were targeted by another faction?

      “Is Navarin all one place?”

      “We aren’t as big as Rusav,” he countered.

      “Not as big, still big.” Visthor looked over to him. “Is your town same as last town?”

      “Not the same, but I suspect that there would have been some similarities.” Torian hadn’t traveled that much outside of town—not the way that Jakob had on his assignments with Cory—but he’d been to Corsalt, however briefly. Other than the sheer size of Corsalt, it hadn’t felt as if it were that drastically different than anything that he had known.

      The city had been overwhelming at times, though, just because of how many people were there. Torian had thought that would bother him, but the longer that he was in Corsalt, the more that he had come to appreciate the vibrancy of the place. There was just something to be said about how much life all of it had. That was something that couldn’t be replicated in a small town like the one that he lived in. Plus, there was the university. Even though Torian hadn’t the opportunity to go into the university, he’d gotten close enough to see the buildings and the runic markers that had been set into them and had felt that power to know that there was more to it. If only he could get strong enough to learn there, then he would be happy.

      “Your home small. Rusav big. You no understand.”

      “I guess I don’t,” he said.

      And that might be all that mattered.

      He didn’t understand, and it was possible that he couldn’t understand the scope of Rusav without having a chance to get close enough to know what they might be capable of doing.

      They walked for most of the morning. Visthor pushed them at his consistent pace, which Torian began to think might be too fast for him, as there didn’t seem to be any reason for them to be taking the speed that they were. The wolves had slipped away, presumably hunting, though he didn’t know if that was what they had gotten off to doing. That they hadn’t returned had him more worried than Visthor.

      They reached a fork in the road, with one part of the hard-packed path taking them north and the other leading them west. Would north lead him back toward his hometown and the destruction that he’d seen there, or were they far enough away now that it didn’t matter? Given that he didn’t know how far that he’d traveled with the wolf the night that he’d escaped, he didn’t know which direction that he’d been traveling—or for how long. Then there’d been the travel with Sylvia and her wagons. Torian thought that they’d been heading west, but even that was difficult for him to tell with the forest around them.

      “Which way should we go?”

      “They go west.”

      Though he suggested west, Visthor had paused and was looking to the north. There was a strange look on his face that Torian couldn’t readily identify. “Should we go after them?”

      “We go,” Visthor finally said.

      “What’s in the north?”

      “Pain,” he said.

      They took the road heading to the west. Visthor whistled, which drew some of the wolves back. Torian couldn’t really explain the relief that he felt at the return of the wolves, only that he was thankful that they’d come back. It was strange to feel that way as he had not thought that he would want the wolves, but given all that they had done on behalf of them, he couldn’t help but feel as if the wolves were more than useful, especially if they were to run into a more run of the mill danger.

      It was near midday when they found a small grove near the side of the road.

      The landscape had been mostly rolling hills, though had many trees, if not quite so many as what he had known when he’d been with the wagons. The trees had thinned quite a bit, though there were still enough that they had some cover. The grassy clearing they happened upon felt different.

      “This is burial ground,” Visthor said, his voice a whisper. “We stop.”

      There was no reason in Torian’s mind for them to stop at a burial ground. If nothing else, he would have suggested that they keep moving, not that they decide to stop. Visthor ignored him and took a seat in front of the grass, legs crossed and hands resting on his legs so that he looked as if he were bowed in prayer. Torian couldn’t help but watch, wondering what it was that had made Visthor want to stop and wait here like this.

      “How do you know this is a burial ground?” he asked in a whisper.

      “Look at markers,” Visthor said.

      Torian shifted so that he could get a better view at what Visthor pointed at, though he couldn’t see anything more than a few boulders that were just visible above the grasses. Torian tried to create a primary pattern that would push on the grasses, but when he did, Visthor looked over at him with irritation, so he cut off. There was no reason to anger the other man.

      Instead, they just sat.

      Torian breathed in slowly, and after a while, he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something strange in the air. Maybe it was mostly his imagination, but there did seem to be an energy.

      He’d never been a spiritual person. In Sarot, there were some families who were far more spiritual than his had been, so Torian had been surrounded by people who tried to celebrate the gods, but their family had always been more… practical, he supposed. Torian had never really considered it, as he had not been raised to view the gods as anything other than a superstition.

      That didn’t mean that he didn’t see a possibility of a higher power.

      Far from it, in fact. Time in school and working with the magic that he used had made him aware that there had to be something more in the world than he could see. The powers he barely touched upon to manipulate were a testament to that, though he wondered if he would continue to feel that way were he to be able to reach for even more power the way that some of the higher-level sahir were able to do. Torian could imagine that he would start to see the world differently if he were able to draw upon more power than he had on his own.

      While sitting here, he rested.

      That wasn’t the intention, as he suspected that the only reason that Visthor had taken the break was so that he could sit and celebrate whatever it was about this place that he thought that he needed to, but fatigue and time on his feet got the best of him.

      Torian found his breathing slowing, then he drifted.

      It was a strange experience, though, as he was somehow aware that he drifted. It seemed as if he were floating, separating from his body as if some force were trying to pull him away. Torian fought against it, straining to stay with his body. There were stories of powerful sahir who could project themselves and even terrible stories about evil sahir who would pull others free from their bodies to use the life force within them for their dark purposes.

      The pull on him continued to build, which was strange as Torian was aware that he was asleep and dreaming.

      It might be a dream, but that doesn’t mean that there isn’t something wrong.

      That thought stayed with him, piercing through everything else and getting down through the depths of what he’d been feeling. Something was wrong.

      A force attempted to pull him free.

      I need to wake up.

      That he knew that he needed to awaken was more of the same strangeness.

      How could he simply force himself awake?

      Whatever pulled on him was a power that he’d never felt before, but it was a considerable force that worked at him. Torian couldn’t ignore it, though some part of the power seemed as if it tried to make him ignore it.

      Straining, he found that he managed to pull himself back, but it was difficult to do so. Then he was in his body, but even then, he wasn’t safe. There was still a drawing on him.

      Visthor remained with his legs crossed in front of him, saying nothing as he sat transfixed. Maybe praying the way that Torian had believed at first, but increasingly, he thought that what was happening was something else entirely.

      Maybe Visthor had stopped here because something had pulled on him as well.

      Torian had to move.

      Only… he couldn’t.

      His arms and legs didn’t work.

      His mind, however, did.

      And he focused on the power within him.

      That was what he had to find a way to reach so that he could shift some of that power and get access to the energy that he knew was a part of him, but getting down and into that weight was difficult as he’d just drawn on it in a way that left his pathways raw and aching. Now that he tried, he didn’t know if he’d be able to pull on it as well as what he needed under the danger that he now felt.

      And it was a danger, but it was one he’d never faced before.

      Torian strained at that weight.

      That was the key to escaping, so he pushed on it, trying to find some way of moving the barricade to access more power.

      “Visthor,” he said, trying to get the other man to wake up, but he wouldn’t. He had not moved, and regardless of what Torian might do or say, Visthor still had not done anything. “I need your help.”

      He tried pushing on that weight, forcing it off to the side, knowing that the only way that he was going to get out of this would be by drawing upon the power within him and straining to do so. As he struggled with it, he felt that drawing sensation working against him once again. It pulled in a way that felt strange and painful and dark in a way that Torian couldn’t even quite explain. Some aspect of it was almost slippery, oily, as if he had traced his hands through grease.

      Torian continued to fight, but increasingly, he started to wonder if it was even going to make a difference. Everything that he did to try to resist what was coming seemed to oppose him, regardless of how much he attempted to combat this force on him.

      Then he saw movement nearby.

      He couldn’t move against it, but the strange movement looked as if the shadows themselves started to swirl together. It started to slither, snakelike, gradually making its way toward him. Torian struggled helplessly, fighting against whatever it was that held onto him, and could not get past it.

      The weight.

      The only way that he was going to figure out a way to get through this was by shoving the weight out of the way, past it, so that he could find the power beyond, but even as he attempted to do so, he could not feel that weight shifting.

      The shadow started to thicken, moving closer.

      Everything in his body told him that he needed to move as quickly as possible, screaming out a warning to him. As much as he wanted to call upon that power buried within him, Torian could not shift that weight off to the side and could not do anything, though he knew that he needed to do so. Otherwise…

      The shadows started to congeal.

      They weren’t shadows at all. It was smoke of some sort, and it was slithering toward him. That was the oily sensation that he had detected, and that was what started coming toward him now. Torian strained against it, but it did not work.

      And if it wouldn’t, Torian feared what would happen to him.
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      CHASING DEMONS

      The shadows formed something almost humanoid, with arms and legs and a head, but there was a tail and wings, making it look like some sort of demonic creature the way priests of the Saith claimed existed, a way of reclaiming power that had been misused.

      Torian had to remind himself that he was not a spiritual person. He did not believe in demons.

      What if demons believed in me?

      How did the church claim to dispel demons?

      That thought lingered with him, and as it did, he realized that he didn’t have an answer. The church claimed that the only way to get past demons was to banish them with light. And if he could summon the lantern beam pattern, he might be able to conjure enough light that would push it away.

      Panic made his heart race.

      Panic was good. In this case, at least.

      And in the past, when he had felt that panic, Torian had managed to find the strength necessary to heave that stone buried inside of him. Now that he felt the strange demonic presence coming toward them, he tried to find a way to force that power through him, attempting to shove some part of the weight away. It was there. He knew that it was, and then…

      A crack.

      That was all he needed.

      Once that crack had formed, Torian began to pull on some of that power, forcing it out into the pathways inside of him. His pathways burned from the power that he had drawn while facing the soldiers, but he ignored the pain. He let that power flow through him, into his hands.

      A pattern wasn’t enough. He needed strength.

      And shouldn’t he be stronger with everything that he had done lately? He had learned how to push on that heaviness inside of him to find a way to free more power. Even doing that, the weight inside of him had not changed.

      Maybe I did.

      Torian pushed.

      The demonic form continued to come toward him, slithering in the shadows. It seemed as if the dark wings fluttered, the tail twitched and twisted, and something akin to barbs began to point toward him, though that might be only imagined.

      He shoved as hard as he could.

      The weight shifted. As soon as it did, power flowed through him. He had to work quickly, as he did not know how long that power would last for him. Hopefully, long enough.

      A burst of bright and vibrant energy streaked away, shooting all around him so that it radiated like he had formed the lantern beam. There was no control over it. It was simply the power inside of him that exploded. Torian did not want to release all of it, though, as he had also learned that if he could hold onto some of it, he might be able to trap it inside of him and use that residual energy to strengthen himself for when he inevitably grew tired.

      The shadow slithered away, pushed back. The pressure that was on him, trying to drag some part of him away, began to dissipate, fading. Torian slowly tamped down on the power, not letting it out from him, and held it inside of him. In doing so, he found that he did not pass out as he had before.

      He stood for a moment, looking around, thankful that he could move again.

      Visthor still had not moved. He was resting with his legs crossed in front of him and for all intents and purposes, looked as if he were praying to the burial ground. Torian moved closer to him carefully and turned so that he could face Visthor. He focused on that power inside of him. He still had it building inside of him in a way that was ready to burst, and so as he held onto it, he tried to push some of that out toward Visthor, but it didn’t work.

      Torian pressed his hands together, quickly forming the first-tier pattern, and then he let that energy out through his fingertips so that they began to glow with the pale white light of the lantern beam. The first-tier pattern was strong enough that it seemed to jolt Visthor awake.

      He sucked in a sharp breath.

      “What happen?”

      “I don’t know,” Torian said. He turned, still holding onto the lantern beam pattern, though it was not bursting with as much energy as it had been before. Still, he had some of that power inside of him, and he did not want to release the rest of it. “Some sort of a demon. I sat next to you, and then I drifted off. It felt as if something was pulling on me. I know how that sounds, and I’m sure that you’re going to say that I am nothing but a scared—”

      “Soul sucker. They use burial ground. Draws upon the dead.”

      Torian looked off toward the burial ground, and though he still didn’t see any sign of the shadow of the darkness that had been there, there was a part of him that still felt the fear that he might come across again.

      “What can we do about it?”

      “Nothing. We lucky to live. Perhaps you my lucky charm.”

      “I used light. Something that my people once believed. They talked about demons and how they were scared of the light.”

      “Demon do fear light. For good reason. Light burns dark.”

      “Well,” Torian began, as he wasn’t exactly sure what else he could say, as the idea that demons were real, whatever form this might have been, left him terrified. “Can we get going now? I don’t know what’s happening here, and I want to get away before this soul sucker returns.”

      “Good idea.”

      Visthor slowly stretched and then got to his feet, studying the burial ground.

      “What is it?”

      “These burial grounds are sacred,” Visthor said. “Must give respect.”

      “Why? It’s not your burial ground?”

      “Burial grounds are all of ours.”

      “I see.” Though he didn’t.

      They started walking, but after they reached the end of the burial ground, Visthor paused and then made the symbol of the Saith on his chest, pointing his finger to each of the points on the triangle while also murmuring something under his breath that Torian couldn’t understand.

      “Is there any way that I could remove the soul sucker?”

      He knew the idea was preposterous, as it didn’t seem to him that there was any way that he could do anything about a power like that, so when Visthor turned to him, a bit of hope in his eyes, Torian immediately regretted what he had suggested.

      “You would do this?”

      “Well, I suppose I don’t want somebody else to wander past here and get caught by a soul sucker. Honestly, I have no idea how we got caught by the soul sucker.”

      “You powerful. They drawn to you.”

      “What about you?”

      “I praying.”

      “But it didn’t seem to me like the soul sucker was leaving you alone. It seemed to me almost as if the soul sucker was just as drawn to you.”

      “I praying,” he said again.

      Torian wasn’t sure if that was the whole story or not, but at this point, he wasn’t about to push it with Visthor.

      “What is it that I can do?”

      “You have light?”

      “I do.”

      “Do you have fire with light?”

      “Well, that’s a more complicated application of the second-tier patterns, but I suppose that I do have some access to fire. It’s not really a strength of mine.” Working with light was just one aspect of the spectrum on which fire existed, but Torian had never fully mastered fire, as fire was a complicated construct. It required control, something that Torian had generally a reasonable amount of, but it also required understanding the way that fire burned. “What you want me to do with fire?”

      “Burn.”

      “Okay. So what am I burning?”

      Visthor pointed to the burial ground. “All of this.”

      Torian turned, taking a deep breath as he contemplated what he could do if anything. He understood the concept here, but he also didn’t know if he would have the necessary control to keep it regulated without burning beyond the burial ground. When he said as much to Visthor, the large man grunted.

      “You not burn beyond,” he said.

      “But fire won’t be contained.”

      “You not burn beyond,” he said.

      “I don’t know if you are trying to tell me that I shouldn’t, that you won’t let me, or that I will somehow get in trouble—”

      “I telling you that the burial grounds not let you. You will not burn beyond. There are aspects to burial ground that will keep it. You do this. Soul sucker no like it.”

      Torian took a deep breath, and he focused.

      Some of that residual energy remained inside of him, which was unusual. Some of that shifted stone weight remained, as well. It was almost as if he had slid that heaviness to the side rather than heaving it upward, which formed something of a crack that permitted power to spread throughout him with greater strength than he had before.

      “Well, if we burn down the forest around here, I’m going to blame you.”

      “I accept blame.” He bowed his head at Torian as if making some sacred vow.

      Torian began to focus on the second-tier pattern and added the fire modification to it. Most the time when he was working with the second-tier patterns, he stuck with the basics. The core patterns, as they were considered. And the lantern beam pattern was one of the most basic but one of the most essential, as well. Adding fire to the lantern beam pattern was a modification that he didn’t know if he could do very easily.

      It wasn’t so much a matter of reaching for the strength within him this time, though. Traditionally, that was his biggest issue. Now that he had that weight pushed off to the side, creating the crack so he had access to that energy, he had only to focus on the pattern. It made it that much easier for him not to worry about how he was going to gain access to the power that he needed.

      He focused on using the second-tier lantern beam pattern, as adding heat to it was a more complicated use of light, requiring him to progress in the third-tier patterns. He didn’t know if he could do it. Gaspel had demonstrated the pattern to him, but Torian had never possessed that power.

      Surprisingly, fire began to bloom. It was almost as if it shot out from him, catching the grasses and exploding with flames.

      He pushed it toward the grasses in front of him, which flickered with a finger of flame for a moment before it stopped.

      “Maybe it’s too wet,” Torian suggested.

      “Not wet. Soul sucker. It know what you trying to do.”

      “I'd think that it wouldn’t want to stick around, and when it was here before, I thought the light scared it away.”

      “Probably.”

      “So, are you sure this will make a difference?”

      “Sure. You do this.”

      Torian took another deep breath, focused again, and decided to try the third-tier lantern beam pattern.

      He had never attempted to use it with power under such circumstances. The only times that he had even attempted third-tier patterns had been under panic situations where his life had been on the line, so doing so now where he felt almost controlled and relaxed felt a bit unusual. He didn’t have to worry about the power, as he knew the power was in him, and now it was merely a matter of mastering the control over the pattern itself.

      There was a technique Gaspel had taught him that involved shifting just enough of his pattern to loop power around, and Torian attempted it now to see if he might be able to accentuate the power he was drawing and perhaps turn a second-tier pattern into something much more potent.

      Finally, fire began to build, and it slowly slipped out from him and began to sputter along the grass. Much like the last time, it started to falter, but Torian opened his fingertips a bit more, letting more power than he had thought himself capable of doing flow from him.

      His breath caught. This was a third-tier pattern. And he had done it.

      Not only had he done it, but he had managed to control it.

      Well, to a certain extent. The flames started to crackle, consuming the grasses of the burial ground, spreading rapidly. As they did, a series of twisted vines were revealed, and beneath those vines, he noticed small stones. The burial markers. He hadn’t even seen them before, but he had trusted Visthor when he had said that this was a burial ground.

      The flames consumed the grasses quickly. The fire was not as aggressive as he would’ve expected. The flames were pale yellow, with a white smoke that caught the wind, swirling around as it carried it up and toward the sky, though not of his control.

      “I think I might’ve pushed too hard,” he said, looking over to Visthor. “There was more power than I intended.”

      “Not too much. The right amounts.”

      As the fire continued to spread, Torian still worried that he might have done too much and was surprised when it didn’t burn past the nearby trees. As soon as it reached some invisible border, the flames began to slowly dwindle. The fire diminished.

      “How is that possible?”

      “I tell you. Burial ground.”

      Torian and Visthor stood side by side as the flames consumed all of the grass and vines that had coated the burial ground. As the flames burned down, leaving nothing but a faint tracing of smoke and the ash that now exposed the burial stones, he heard a soft shriek and saw a slithering shadow slip off into the trees and disappear.

      “I think the soul sucker just left,” he said.

      “Good. Now we go,” Visthor said.

      Before leaving, Torian cast one last look back to try to understand what had happened here. He hadn’t defeated the soul sucker. Torian wasn’t even sure something like that was even possible. But he had kept it from drawing others. And that felt like a victory.

      He followed Visthor along the road, focusing on the crack that now exposed power inside of him, feeling strangely optimistic, despite everything else that they had encountered recently. He only hoped that optimism would last.
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      STORIES AND POWER

      They found the caravan late that evening. They were camped off the side of the road, and were it not for Visthor—and the wolves—Torian doubted that he would’ve had any idea that they were even there. It was a surprising relief to him to find the wagons again, though perhaps it shouldn’t be surprising given that he had been growing exhausted. Some of the exhaustion came from everything that he’d been doing, but some of it came from the simple matter of the walk.

      Visthor had been quiet through the remainder of the walk, though every so often, Torian kept seeing him looking back as if to try to determine whether what they had seen and experienced had been real. At one point, Visthor had muttered something about the soul sucker but had not said anything more, so Torian had chosen not to say anything more. He preferred the quiet that had stretched between them.

      “We go,” Visthor said, pointing off the road. “Wagons up ahead.”

      “Did the wolves tell you that?”

      “Wolves talk.”

      There was a time when Torian would’ve thought that ridiculous, but that time had long ago passed, especially since he had come to think that the wolves must have some way of speaking. And he appreciated they had helped get them to safety.

      There was a narrow pathway the wolves seemed to have guided them toward, and Visthor took the lead so Torian just followed him. It wasn’t until he saw a faint streamer of smoke in the distance that he realized that they were getting close.

      His own steps quickened.

      When they reached the rest of the caravan, the overwhelming relief sweeping over him was almost too much for him.

      The wolves disappeared, venturing to hunt or maybe off to sleep, while Visthor and Torian made their way to the fire. The others greeted them warmly. Invat looked up, locking eyes with him, while Charlek and Astrid both offered relieved smiles. Johan kept a neutral expression, as he often did, but did seem pleased to see Visthor, at least.

      Jakob got to his feet, and he hurried over to Torian, wrapping him in a quick hug. “I thought we lost you. When you hadn’t come back… Well, I thought we lost you.”

      “It’s a long story,” he said.

      “Are you going to tell it?”

      “I’ll let Visthor tell it,” he said, as Visthor stood in the middle of the others, taking the offered glass of water, along with the bowl of food, and had already begun sharing the story, regaling the others as if he were some king holding court.

      “We reach town, and this fool step out to taunt them. I think I leave him then, but he does something I not seen.” Visthor pointed to Torian, who had sunk down on one of the stumps that the caravan carried with them for just this purpose, and rested. He wanted nothing more than to sleep. “He blast the soldiers. They lose their feet. Wolves take care of them.”

      “You took them on?” Invat asked.

      “Not me. Him. I want to be bait, as Sylvia ask.” He looked over the fire, and Torian followed the direction of his gaze, realizing that Sylvia was over there, standing with her arms crossed over her chest. He had seen that look of irritation in her eyes before, and he understood. She was probably upset that they had not done what she had asked. “But soldiers fall. We claim these.” He reached into his pocket, pulled out the Blades of Wind, and then twisted the end, forming the blade.

      The others gasped.

      “Long time since I hold one,” Visthor said.

      “And you have several?”

      “Long time,” Visthor said, and then he retracted the blade before looking at Torian, and tipping his head in a nod. “We come back. It take a long time. He tired. Just a boy, so taking on men very difficult.”

      “Are you going to let them talk like that?” Jakob asked.

      “I think Visthor is just having a little fun with me,” Torian said. “Besides, he’s really mostly just bluster. I think it bothered him that I had to protect him as much as I did.” Torian made a point of keeping his voice raised so that the others would hear. “For all his size, he fights like a small man.”

      Visthor turned to him, and then he started laughing. “See? Arrogant. I like.” He tossed the Blades of Wind on the ground, though he kept one for himself, and he sat and ate.

      Jakob leaned close to him. “You took on soldiers?”

      “Well, it wasn’t quite as brave as he made it sound,” Torian said, keeping his voice quiet. He shared his side of the story with Jakob, and talked mostly about how he had used the stacked stone pattern in order to disrupt the ground nearest the soldiers and tried to deflect any sign of bravery that it might give him, but Jakob sat in rapt attention. He glossed over the soul sucker, as he wasn’t entirely sure how to describe that to someone, mostly because Torian wasn’t sure that he knew what it really meant. The soul sucker had certainly been real but describing a demon to his friend felt odd to him.

      Torian sat off to the side of the fire, quiet. After a while, Astrid came and took a seat next to him, tucking her dark hair behind her ear. She glanced over to where Johan watched, seemingly disapprovingly.

      “I didn’t know if you were going to come back,” she said.

      “I didn’t, either,” Torian admitted. He took a deep breath, and for the first time when focusing on the sahir power deep inside of him, it was easy for him to draw that up through himself. He pressed his fingers together, forming a bit of a wind summon pattern, before immediately pushing it back. He held onto it, cycling back and forth, with Astrid just watching him.

      “It seems like you are stronger than you were before you left.”

      Torian snorted. “Nearly dying a couple times does that to you.”

      Her eyes widened slightly. “You nearly died a couple times?”

      “Not intentionally.”

      “Sylvia said you chose to go with Visthor,” she said, glancing over to where Sylvia was seated next to Visthor, both of them speaking quietly to each other. “Is that true?”

      “I suppose,” he said.

      “Then you are brave. You said you lost everyone in your town.”

      “I did.”

      “We lost everyone when the darkness came to my homeland,” she said, looking down at her hands and forming a lantern beam pattern. “We didn’t fight, though. We ran. Johan…” She swallowed and then looked up at him. “I suppose it doesn’t matter. We are here. And apparently, I have potential.”

      “What about Johan?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think Sylvia knows, either. The wolfahar found us both, so it’s hard to say who it was after.”

      That raised a question for Torian that he hadn’t considered before. What if the shadow wolves had been present around Sarot? It would be possible that they had identified more potential valsahir. Torian couldn’t have been the only one with potential. There was Jensen, who had incredible potential, but even if not for him, Liana, Dary, and perhaps several of the others would have potential as well.

      “Sylvia has not been working with me as much as you did.” She looked up, holding his gaze. “I don’t suppose that you would be willing to keep practicing? I don’t want to have potential and waste it.”

      “I can try,” he said. “I don’t know if I can help all that much.” But the idea of working with Astrid intrigued him. Besides, hadn’t he wanted to be a teacher?

      They sat for a while, and Torian found it easier to demonstrate the primary patterns than he had before, though he did not use any of Sylvia’s preferred variations. Instead, he focused on what he had been taught while in school. After a while, Johan’s glares became too much, and she excused herself, smiling at Torian and rejoining him.

      Torian finished eating and filling his belly while having plenty to drink. He listened to the voices around him, laughter, conversation, and all of it felt relaxed, something Torian felt that he had not been for…

      A long time.

      If he were honest with himself, he’d not felt like that since before Leven had died. Perhaps a part of him had always known that he had no real potential to be sahir, that he’d somehow angered the Saith with how he’d responded to Leven’s passing, and that was the reason he couldn’t reach his power. And now…

      During the walk, the slight crack in the weight had persisted. He had been giving some thought to what it meant, as it had never done that before. Torian had managed to shift the weight in the past, but he had always lifted it. This was something altogether different. This felt as if it were a boulder that he had tumbled off to the side and managed to clear so that now there was a space left where the boulder once had been. The opening allowed some energy to continually drift out for him.

      “You’re quiet,” Jakob said.

      “Oh, I’m just thinking,” Torian replied. “Struggling with what I have been dealing with and wondering if maybe there might have been a way for me to learn more when I was still in Sarot.”

      “Sylvia is watching you,” Jakob said.

      “I’m not surprised,” he said.

      “She was more worried than she was letting on. I think she feared she might lose her valsahir.”

      He started to laugh, but Torian didn’t feel the same amusement, as he still wasn’t sure why Sylvia thought that he could be a valsahir, but increasingly, he began to wonder if maybe there was something more to it. Before he had shifted that weight, he would have never thought that it was possible. Now…

      Now he couldn’t help but wonder if there might be some way for him to reach for at least consistent magic. If so, he might even have a chance at being a reasonable sahir, even if he could never be a valsahir.

      He fell silent, sitting and enjoying his food and drink and the general camaraderie all around him while listening to the sounds of people chatting nearby. There was something peaceful here.

      “Torian. I would like you to come with me.”

      Torian looked up to see Sylvia standing across from him. He hadn’t even heard her approach.

      He handed his bowl and the glass to Jakob, and then he followed her, moving away from the campfire so that he could go and sit for a little bit and have a chat with Sylvia as he wondered what she might ask of him.

      He had a feeling, though.

      “Tell me what really happened.”

      “You don’t believe Visthor’s report?”

      “Visthor has a tendency to embellish. Though, I am surprised he embellished what happened with you.”

      “He didn’t embellish that much,” Torian admitted. “Unfortunately, when we got to the town, and there was the attack, I put us in danger. It wasn’t intentional. I was trying to see what was happening and felt drawn. I stepped out into the open, which put us into contact with the soldiers.”

      “You attacked them?”

      “I had no choice. Are you… disappointed?”

      Torian wasn’t quite sure what to make of her response here and didn’t know whether it was disappointment that motivated her or if it was simple curiosity. Maybe a mixture of both? Drawing the attention of Rusav toward the caravan was dangerous. He was supposed to have acted as a distraction, drawing them away rather than letting them learn that there were others with some power.

      “I’m not disappointed. Aldrich thought you could learn but didn’t know if you were ready. Now show me.”

      That request was different now than it had been when he had been with her before. Partly because he could keep some part of him open whereas he could not before, but partly because he didn’t think that it even mattered whether he did or not. The only thing he really intended here was to show her what she claimed to want, and so he formed the second-tier pattern, bypassing the first-tier pattern altogether, and immediately began to target the ground about a dozen feet from him so that power radiated outward and blasted a section of hardened earth. The explosion caused chunks of dirt and grass to go flying all around.

      He winced. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to do that to you.”

      “And what do you think you did to me?”

      “Well, I didn’t mean to blast you with the stacked stone pattern.”

      “Were you able to do this before?”

      “Sometimes,” he admitted.

      “Why not all the time?”

      “It wasn’t a matter of the pattern, though I imagine you would tell me that I was sloppy,” he said, looking over to her and seeing the slight nod. Maybe even now, demonstrating the second-tier pattern and releasing that outward, she might still believe that he was, in some respect, sloppy. “It was more about having access to that energy inside of me. Unfortunately, it isn’t always easy for me to reach. I feel as if there is a weight upon me. Most of the time, I’m not strong enough to lift that weight.”

      “Most of the time?”

      “Well, lately, especially when I’m in danger, I can push with more force than I normally have been able to. I think fear makes me strong. And I manage to slide some of that heaviness up.”

      “Is this what you did this time?”

      “Well, this time was different because something changed when I was with Visthor. I didn’t mean for it to, but rather than pushing the weight up, I needed to push it off to the side. It happened when we were dealing with the soul sucker—”

      Torian cut off and glanced toward her, immediately feeling as if he may have said too much. He shouldn’t have mentioned the soul sucker. Visthor certainly had not.

      “Do not fear. Visthor told me all about it.”

      “I don’t even know if that’s what it was.”

      “Not a demon, though many believe so. They are creatures found deep in the mountains of Rusav. They have not been seen in many years but were once known as the asmith. They generally don’t leave Rusav but must have escaped somehow.”

      “So it’s real?”

      “Did you see it?”

      “I saw a dark, shadowy thing that seemed real. I didn’t know what it was. And I felt the energy from within it. That was definitely real. So… I suppose that it was there.”

      “These creatures are very much real, though they should not have been here. Protections were placed long ago to prevent them from reaching these lands.”

      “Valsahir?”

      She nodded.

      “Are there the same protections in Rusav?”

      “There are different types of protections, as many of the creatures are native to those lands. They are powerful, far too powerful for most. Most do not have the ability to fend them off. It takes considerable strength.” She looked at him. “Still think that you do not have such potential?”

      “Light burns away the dark,” Torian said, repeating what Visthor had told him.

      “It does. It can be difficult to create enough light. They have a tendency to hold in ways that most cannot withstand.”

      Torian knew that to be true. When he had first encountered the soul sucker, it had certainly held him in a way that made it so that he could not escape. It was only when he began to release that weight, shifting it inside of him, that he had managed to do so.

      “You said something was different.”

      “Like I said, it’s usually difficult for me to lift this weight out of the way so I can have access to the power. I’ve never had much consistent success before Rusav attacked.” He tried not to think about what it meant that he was suddenly able to lift that weight and release power. Would he have ever learned how to do that? “This time, I didn’t lift it so much as slide it to the side. And it didn’t roll back the way that it has before.”

      “How much power do you think you have released?”

      It was strange having this conversation with her, partly because she didn’t even question what he described. Instead, she simply accepted it as the truth. “I don’t know. It’s just cracked.”

      “Cracked, and you were able to do that?” Sylvia pointed to the earth that had exploded behind him.

      Torian nodded.

      “What do you think you would be able to do if you were to crack it open more?”

      “I don’t know. I suppose be able to use a higher-tier pattern? I just don’t know.”

      She was quiet for a long moment before taking a deep breath. “Do you understand what we do here?”

      “Not exactly,” he admitted. “I didn’t know if you were with Rusav or working against them or neither. Just that Aldrich brought me to you and thought that you might be able to help me.”

      “The wolf brought you to Aldrich, who brought you to me for safekeeping. And to help correct some deficiencies that you might have. Unfortunately, I think Aldrich believes I am more capable than I am. There is not that much I’m able to do that Aldrich could not have done himself, were he more patient.” She sounded annoyed, though it appeared as if she were more annoyed with Aldrich than she was with Torian. “It should have been safer traveling through here, but then he came across you and called us.”

      Torian was tempted to ask how he had called, but having heard Gaspel describe what he had done, he had a pretty good idea that it involved some sort of pattern, even if it was not one that he knew.

      “Why did he call you?”

      “Because we have escorted valsahir to safety before.”

      “There are others?”

      “Few pass true testing,” she said. “Perhaps a better way of phrasing it would be that we have escorted those with potential.” She glanced over to the wagons.

      “Visthor,” Torian said.

      “Has potential. Is not valsahir.”

      “And you?”

      Sylvia pressed her lips together tightly. “I have potential, but I am not valsahir. However, I do have technique.” She chose the last word carefully as if she weren’t quite sure how to phrase it. “Often technique is more important than power. At least when first learning. That is why I was tasked with teaching you. At least, I think that is why Aldrich tasked me with teaching you.”

      Torian sat quietly, waiting for what else she might have to say, but she sat watching him.

      “I have been trying to come up with what the best way to teach you might be. I thought it was technique, but perhaps that was wrong. Don’t get me wrong, your technique is lacking, but I do wonder if perhaps what you need is to work on how to restore aspects of what has been trapped from you.”

      “Trapped?”

      “You speak of this weight. That is a trap. It is restricted. Do you think otherwise?”

      The way that she said it made it sound almost as if it were some sort of intentional restriction, but Torian doubted that was even possible. No one had placed the restriction inside him. It was just that he had it. And it made it so that reaching for his ability to accomplish more was harder than it needed to be. It was simply the way that life was for Torian.

      “I don’t really know what to say about it. I never considered myself particularly restricted so much as naturally limited.”

      “Natural? You have no natural limitation other than what you put upon yourself.”

      “If I can’t push that weight aside, then there is a limitation,” Torian said, feeling as if he had to explain himself and that Sylvia was not understanding.

      “I will tell you this one time only. You have power. You choose not to reach it. But we need to break you free from that which restricts you—and before Tamish discovers what you can be.”
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      SLOW PROGRESS

      They reached a small town several days later.

      Torian had been working with Sylvia over the last few days, testing whether there’d be any way for him to master the patterns the way Sylvia wanted of him and typically failing. Despite whatever control that he’d gained on the walk back with Visthor, he’d not found any way to keep the control that he’d been working so hard to master.

      It wasn’t that he didn’t have any control, just not the level that he wanted, as the slight opening that he’d formed as he’d shoved that weight to the side had shifted again, closing down to little more than a narrow crack that left only a bit of energy seeping out. Losing the gains that he’d made should’ve bothered him, but then he hadn’t had any power until just recently, so he couldn’t be too upset about it, only that it made it much more difficult for him to keep the control that he’d gained.

      Which, in turn, made it more difficult for him to practice. That was what angered Sylvia the most.

      “Failure is common,” she said when working with him. “We all fail. That is how we learn. But you have done more than fail. You have forgotten.”

      Torian disagreed with that assessment but wasn’t sure what he could say to convince her otherwise. He hadn’t forgotten how to form the patterns. The knowledge of each of the tiers of patterns that he’d been taught remained with him. It was just that he no longer had the same ability to power those patterns as he had.

      “You told me I have a limitation that I’ve placed inside of myself, but I don’t feel like I did place anything on my own. I was born that way.”

      “No,” she said emphatically, the light from the lantern reflecting in her eyes, “you are not born with any limitation. The creator does not make us that way. If you are to have the power of valsahir, then you would not have it taken from you. It is because you choose not to use what you have been given.”

      Torian suppressed the irritation that surged at the comment, as he had not been making any choice as to what he would or would not use. In fact, were it up to him, he would most definitely not have neglected any of that power as he wanted to have access to as much as possible. More than anything else, Torian believed that he needed to master that power if he were going to survive everything that happened to him while traveling with Sylvia and her people. More so because she seemed to believe that he had some power that he did not.

      “And how do I find a way to free myself from this restriction?”

      “You placed it. How do you remove it?”

      “That’s what I’m asking you!”

      They had gotten no further, and though he’d been frustrated with her, she had not seemed to mind his frustration, nor had she minded the reaction given her when he had been irritated. In fact, it seemed almost as if she had expected that reaction from him and simply accepted it.

      This despite the fact that he wished that she would be more emphatic about what he could learn from her. She obviously had knowledge that she could share with him, and she had done so but had not revealed everything that she knew to him. He had gone away and resumed his practicing, as he had felt that he needed to master the various different techniques she’d demonstrated for him, while the rest of the camp had the steady activity that had increasingly taken place around them while they were working.

      Torian’s skill with the patterns had not dramatically changed, but it had improved. Despite his claims to the contrary, Sylvia certainly did know ways of performing the primary patterns that had helped him understand how to use them better than he had before. It wasn’t just the placement of his fingers and how to position the patterns. It was how she had directed him to concentrate what little power he could through those patterns.

      “What you call primary are the basis for everything,” she had said during one of their sessions. “You must master. Otherwise, you will not be able to control more.”

      “That’s never been a problem for me.”

      “You are so strong that it does not make a difference?”

      “Again,” he said, feeling as if he were having to explain himself time and again to her, “it’s not that I am so strong. It’s that I am not.”

      “But you strong enough,” she said. “And you could do more if you were able to control your patterns. It takes practice. The basics must be perfect if you want to do more.”

      He never remembered Willa working with him quite so diligently on the primary patterns, but then Willa didn’t often work with the earliest students, nor did she often work with those who were as unskilled as him. The only times he’d really worked with Willa were when doing so as part of a larger group. She had always seemed annoyed with him, which in hindsight, he thought that he understood, as he had never been able to do what she wanted of him, despite every effort that he made to try.

      Rather than argue with Sylvia, Torian had focused on the lessons that she had given him and attempted to use the primary patterns, along with the modifications that she had shown him, so that he could work through them as steadily as he could and try to master more than what he had before. It was boring and repetitive, and he wasn’t entirely sure that he had gained anything from it other than Sylvia’s approval, but it was something to do during their journey.

      It was late on the third day after reuniting with the caravan when they saw another streamer of smoke in the distance.

      Torian had worried that there was another town under attack and wondered whether they would try to go around it or if Sylvia would come to him and ask him to be bait again, but the wolves had ventured off, and when they’d returned, Visthor had claimed that there was no reason for concern. At this point, Torian no longer questioned how Visthor knew such things from the wolves, as he had started to suspect that Visthor had a way of speaking to them or at least understanding the way the wolves spoke to each other. They stuck to the road, and as they approached, Sylvia guided the wagons toward the trees and then stopped.

      She and Visthor hopped out and then strode toward the town, leaving the others in the caravan behind. Torian found his way toward Jakob, who had been sitting alone as he often did, staring off toward the trees. Torian had been seated near Sylvia, though he hadn’t intended for that to be the case. It had sort of happened. When he had been practicing his primary patterns, she had turned and demonstrated a few different modifications so that he could improve the patterns while they were riding.

      “What do you think they are going to do?” Torian asked.

      “It depends upon what they find,” Astrid said. “We don’t come across many villages and towns. At least in the time that I’ve been with them.”

      “You would think they would need to resupply,” he said.

      “Oh, I think they manage to find supplies. It’s just there are other reasons. It’s all about getting to safety.”

      Torian looked around. He had the Blade of Wind in his pocket, and it pushed against his thigh, a constant reminder of what he now carried with him. He found Johan watching him, the way that he often did when he was speaking to Astrid.

      “What is it about your brother?” Torian asked. “Why doesn’t he like me?”

      “It doesn’t have anything to do with you,” she said.

      “It looks like it has something to do with me. It’s just…”

      She reached over, patting his arm, and her hand lingered for a moment. “It doesn’t have anything to do with you. Johan’s issues are his own. He…” She smiled tightly, glancing to where Johan sat. Finally, she took a deep breath. “He doesn’t care for the way that we left our homeland.”

      “Because of what chased you away?”

      Torian still wasn’t entirely clear about what had happened there. He wanted to know, but he also didn’t want to upset Astrid by asking.

      “I think it’s the uncertainty. We left, and we don’t know what happened to those who remained.”

      Though she didn’t say it, he understood the implication. It was probably much like what had happened to the people of his town. And if that were the case, it meant that everyone they knew, including their parents, were gone. And for what reason?

      Astrid didn’t speak about the attack, calling it a darkness, but it had to be Rusav, despite what she claimed.

      “It seems as if I will need to go for a little while,” she said, getting to her feet.

      Sylvia and Visthor returned, telling them that they were granted safe passage through town. Astrid spoke quietly to Sylvia for a little while before nodding and then tapping Johan on the shoulder. The two of them headed toward the town as well.

      “You will stay with wagons,” Sylvia said.

      “You don’t want us to go into town?” Jakob asked.

      “It is too dangerous,” she said.

      “But not so dangerous for those two to go?” he asked, motioning where Johan and Astrid had gone.

      “Jakob,” Torian said.

      “They have traveled with us longer, and they understand the stakes. You will reach that point soon enough, but for now, you need to stay here where it is safe. Visthor will keep you company.”

      As Astrid departed with Sylvia, she cast a glance back at Torian, waving slightly before turning her attention back to the way that Sylvia guided them. Johan glowered at Torian for a moment and then hurried after.

      Visthor stood near a tree line, his hand resting on his Blade, another resting on the head of a nearby wolf that he whispered to. After a moment, that wolf bounded off into the trees.

      “What do you think the wolves have found?”

      “The wolves?” Jakob asked.

      “Right. I think they uncovered something.”

      “I think the wolves,” he said, his irritation starting to surge, “probably found the town. And if the people in town are lucky, the big man has control over the wolves, so they don’t attack. And if they aren’t lucky, the townsfolk are going to find themselves as dinner for the wolves.”

      “That’s not how it works,” he said. “The wolves find valsahir, and—”

      “Like you know.”

      “What is really happening?” Torian asked, a little more loudly than he had anticipated. Visthor turned toward him, frowning deeply, but Torian just waved him away. He didn’t need Visthor to get involved and start asking questions about why Jakob had suddenly gotten irritable. Maybe it wasn’t even sudden. It was possible that Jakob had been irritable the entire journey, but Torian had been preoccupied with everything they’d been asking of him about working with the patterns and trying to master his newfound ability.

      “Nothing is happening. We’ve lost our families and now we have… whatever this is,” he said, turning away from him and heading toward the edge of the tree line.

      “Jakob,” Torian said.

      Jakob hadn’t spoken much of his family, but Torian should’ve asked. Jakob hadn’t been terribly close to his family, though mostly, that came from how early he’d been apprenticed. Maybe Torian would have felt the same thing were he to have left his home for an apprenticeship at the same age.

      And I still hope to find Liana. What hope does he have?

      “Do not worry,” Visthor said, coming over to him. “Your friend frustrated. He no like caring for horses.”

      “I know that’s not true. He planned on being a farrier before our town was destroyed.”

      “What is farrier?”

      “You know, somebody who helps with horses. He thought it was going to be mostly re-shoeing the horses, but I think he was disappointed that quite a bit of it ended up being stable work and taking care of them.”

      “Why that bothered him?”

      “I think because he wanted to do something more.”

      “Or maybe he like Astrid and does not like you spending time with her.”

      Torian glanced over to Visthor before turning his attention to Jakob. Could that be it?

      It seemed too petty for his friend, but he had made a comment about Astrid and certainly seemed interested in her. Maybe Jakob was upset that Torian and Visthor had returned.

      No. Jakob wouldn’t be like that.

      He had to push those thoughts away, as it wasn’t going to serve him in any way.

      Jakob’s conversation about how he would happily take Torian’s place came back to mind, and he was left wondering if he might have made a mistake in not offering to help Jakob more. All this time, Torian had been so focused on what he was learning and how he could master some of the power that he had never been able to master before, but Jakob had left Sarot and had essentially continued doing the exact same thing as he had been before. The only difference was that he now did it while traveling.

      Of course, Torian hadn’t done anything differently, either, but Torian had wanted to keep using his magic, something he wouldn’t have been able to do before.

      Torian was curious to visit the village. They had been heading west, as far as he could tell, and had to be nearing the edge of Navarin, though he didn’t know what they would find once they reached it. Perhaps the safety that Sylvia believed. It might be better for him to stay with the wagon, but he was curious.

      “What are they trading?”

      Visthor frowned. “You do not know?”

      “I suppose I’ve never paid any attention to it. There has to be something that Sylvia figures to trade by going into the village.”

      “Entertainment.” Visthor winked at him, which surprised him, as the larger man had never really struck him as the winking type, but ever since they had gone off together, Visthor had treated him quite differently than he had before.

      Entertainment?

      They ate quietly. The few of them still at the wagons sat on stumps, picking at the food that Invat had prepared, as it was his turn, and spoke very little. Jakob sat off to the side, staring toward the forest. Torian was going to have to figure out some way to get through to his friend and maybe help him find himself again, but he wasn’t sure what that was going to involve.

      What about Astrid? Entertainment? What sort of entertainment would she be involved in? And what would Johan be doing with it, as well?

      Terrible and dangerous thoughts crept into his mind, but he tried to ignore them.

      Sparks lit up the night, blooming just above the town, a series of red and yellow and green. Torian immediately sat up, trying to push against that weight inside of him so that he could be ready, as he was certain that an attack had come for the town.
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      STORIES AND LIGHTS

      Torian jumped to his feet, and as he tried to push on that weight, he found that it was too solidly pressed down against his connection to the power that he wanted to reach. He had the sliver of energy slipping through the crack as that weight had shifted, but he couldn’t roll it off to the side as he wanted. He moved forward, nonetheless. If he had to stick with the primary patterns for him to fight, then so be it. Torian was willing to do that. He didn’t want to use only the primary patterns as there was not going to be enough strength within them, but he would fight with whatever he had.

      “You do not need to worry,” Visthor said.

      Torian didn’t turn back. “The town is under attack. The others are there. Can Sylvia protect them?”

      Visthor surprised him by laughing. “You do not need to worry.”

      “Why?”

      “This is Sylvia. Entertainment.”

      Torian frowned deeply. “What do you mean entertainment?”

      “This is her entertainment. We trade. Entertainment. The people like.”

      “She’s using sahir to create some show?”

      “Like I say. Entertainment. She does pretty light tricks. Others tell stories or dance or do tricks. Entertainment.”

      Torian stared at the sky, having a hard time with the level of control that Sylvia would have needed to possess for her to make what he saw there. The lights continued to flicker, sparks of red cascading upward before falling back down again. Then it shifted to yellow, then green, before cycling back to red once more.

      Willa was the strongest sahir that he knew, and he didn’t know if Willa would have been able to do something like that. Willa would consider it a waste. And it might be, but that didn’t change how much it impressed him that someone could do it anyway. How many in the university would be able to do something like that?

      Another burst of light exploded, then started to fall once more.

      Was this the kind of thing that Sylvia claimed he’d be able to do?

      With practice, he thought that he could get his primary patterns to work the way that Sylvia wanted, but he didn’t know if he’d be able to do things quite like this.

      “Stories?” Jakob asked Visthor.

      “Yes. Some tell stories. Entertainment.”

      “What kind of stories?”

      “You like to hear some?” Visthor asked.

      Jakob started to turn away, a flush coming to his face as if he thought that Visthor was making fun of him, but Torian didn’t think that was the case at all. From Torian’s time traveling with Visthor, it was more about the large man trying to understand and not about trying anything that would make fun of him.

      “No,” Jakob muttered and turned away.

      “I’d like to hear some,” Torian said. “Are you a storyteller, too?”

      “No. I like to listen. They no let me tell stories. I make them too confusing.”

      Torian smiled at that idea, thinking of how hard it would be to listen to Visthor telling a story, but he’d be curious to know what kind of stories that Visthor would have tried to tell. “Who’s the storyteller?” he asked.

      He would have expected him to say Astrid, as Torian could see that fitting what he knew of the woman, but Visthor surprised him.

      “Charlek tells stories.”

      “Not Astrid?”

      “She and Johan dance and acrobatics. They quite graceful. Comes from their land.”

      Charlek?

      That was definitely not what he would have expected out of him.

      “It lets us move easily. People like entertainment. Stories. We travel long enough.

      You have to do, too.”

      “What kind of stories?” Jakob asked, finally coming back around and joining them again.

      “Depends. Some people like to hear stories about their home. Others want to hear stories about his home. Others want something made up. Entertainment.”

      “What do you trade for this entertainment?”

      “We trade supplies,” Visthor said. “Wagons can carry much, and there are times when we do not have enough for us. But we also trade for information. The road can be dangerous. You have seen. Best to hear rumors of travel around so we can be prepared.”

      That made a certain sort of sense, and yet, Torian would’ve expected that if all they cared about were rumors, they could have simply gone into town and asked what sort of travel rumors there were. There had to be another reason for it, though he didn’t have the sense from Visthor that he either knew or cared.

      The light faded, and there were no more of the sparkling streamers of energy cascading down. He had turned his attention back to the campfire when a wolf howl caught his attention.

      Torian sat up, but not nearly as quickly as Visthor did.

      Visthor got to his feet, and he stepped forward before catching himself and then stumbling out. He frowned for a long moment and then breathed out.

      “What’s wrong?” Torian asked.

      “Wolf normally not talk at night.”

      “Is there something going on?”

      “Don’t know. Wolf normally not talk at night.”

      “It’s talking now,” Jakob said. “Did you upset it?”

      “I no upset wolf. Wolf keep watch.”

      “What if the lights were detected?”

      “Sylvia do this many times,” Visthor said. “She know not to draw attention. Her lights not so bright.”

      “We saw it just fine here,” Jakob said.

      “We see fine. Others not so fine.”

      Torian wasn’t sure that was how it worked. If the lights were visible from where they were, if anybody was close enough to town, they might have seen those lights, and if so, it might draw the wrong kind of attention to them. He wasn’t quite sure what to do about that, though, if anything.

      “Can we help with anything?”

      “You be ready, just in case.”

      Just in case.

      It would be easier for him to have something to target and focus on, especially as he felt that he would need to have that in order for him to find the strength inside of him to push the weight off to the side. Fear had been the only thing that had truly made him strong enough to do anything with that. Without fear, Torian didn’t know if he could find the strength that he wanted.

      Torian focused on the weight deep inside of him. He thought that if he could find that and perhaps even figure out a way to wedge the weight off to the side, he might be able to summon the necessary strength that he would need so that he could defend them if it came down to it.

      But he didn’t know if it would even come down to that. All he knew was that a wolf had howled, nothing more than that. It might be benign.

      The howl came again.

      Visthor headed toward the tree line, where he paused for a moment and looked off into the distance. It was growing too dark for him to see much, at least from what Torian believed possible. As he joined Visthor, he focused on the lantern beam pattern and attempted to create a ring of power. He had to use the primary pattern, and as soon as he pushed out a little bit of light from his fingertips, Visthor shook his head.

      “No light,” he said softly.

      “How can we see anything?”

      “I see,” Visthor said.

      Torian released the lantern beam, and it dissipated quickly. He stood next to Visthor and stared into the darkness but could not see anything the way that Visthor apparently could. As he stood there, focusing on the shadows off in the distance, a rustling of leaves caught his attention.

      Visthor darted forward. He had a Blade of Wind in hand and immediately twisted the end, forcing it outward.

      Torian looked back at the others.

      “Go,” Invat said.

      “I don’t know what he’s doing,” Torian said.

      “He needs your help,” Invat said.

      Torian wasn’t sure if that was true or not, but this was Visthor. Visthor had helped him when he had done something foolish and stepped out and revealed his presence when they had gone into the town.

      That was when we were supposed to be bait, though.

      Did it matter?

      The only thing that mattered was that he needed to go after Visthor. He stepped forward.

      He began to focus on one of the primary patterns, feeling for the weight inside him and attempting to slither up through the crack and widen it again. If it weren’t for the fact that he had known that he could move that weight off to the side, he might not feel as if this were something that he could do. He didn’t need to shove it up the way that he traditionally had in the past. In this case, all he needed was to try to slide it off to the side. Torian forced his way through that crack and then pushed.

      Gradually the energy began to flow to him.

      It happened far too slowly for his liking, but he felt a surge of power, and he shifted his fingers so that he could form the first-tier patterns, but then he hesitated and decided to move on to the second-tier patterns. Without knowing what was out there, he also didn’t know whether he needed to have more strength or not. And second-tier patterns were better at concentrating energy, and he thought that he might use something along those lines so that he could help Visthor.

      “Visthor!” Torian hissed.

      He didn’t see where the man had gone, and he didn’t hear the sound of rustling in the leaves any longer. He thought that maybe he would catch a glimpse of a Blade of Wind, but there was nothing.

      “Visthor?”

      Torian shifted his fingertips, changing the angle to form a variant of the lantern beam pattern, trying to draw upon enough that it would flow from his fingertips but not so brightly that it would release too much energy.

      There was a soft howl, this time more distantly than the last.

      Torian knew exactly what Visthor was going to do. He was going to chase after that sound to try to help the wolves if they needed it.

      Torian turned toward it, striking out and heading through the trees.

      Then he was no longer alone.

      Another figure strode next to him.

      “I’m not letting you go by yourself,” Jakob said.

      “I don’t know if you’ll be able to do anything to help here,” he said and then caught himself. “Thank you.”

      Jakob nodded, and together they headed forward, neither of them speaking as he continued to make his way through the forest, listening for additional sounds of wolves and hearing nothing. There had to be some evidence of them, but Torian didn’t find them.

      “Look at this,” Jakob said, crouching down and pointing to the ground.

      Torian barely saw any disturbance in the ground, but Jakob seemed convinced. He dusted his hand across the ground, running his fingertips into the dirt and then reaching for a nearby shrub. Torian could scarcely see anything, but Jakob somehow managed to do so?

      How bad was his night vision compared to others?

      Having pushed on that weight and sliding it to the side, Torian still had power inside of him. He didn’t know how much longer he would have it before it rolled back, as that seemed to be the case for him, but for now, he would hold onto it and be ready. Not only could he use that power, but it also made it so that he was less tired.

      When another wolf howled, Torian changed directions. Now Jakob took the lead, stepping in front of him, and creeping beneath an overhead branch, around a fallen log, stepping past a small stream. He moved relatively quietly. Torian hadn’t even known that Jakob knew how to travel so well through the forest. He was a farrier, but he was acting more like some sort of tracker.

      “He’s somewhere up here,” Jakob said, his voice soft. “But we’re starting to get quite a ways from the others. Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “If Visthor is out here, then we need to help him.”

      “Because he’s after the wolves?”

      “I know how it sounds,” Torian said defensively but wasn’t sure how much he could convince his friend of what he was doing, “but he needs our help. He’s the reason that I’m still alive, after all. Well, him, and the wolves. And you.”

      He followed Jakob, moving quickly, though not nearly as soundlessly as Jakob did. He wished that he could use the Blade of Wind the way that Visthor could. He couldn’t even do anything other than extend the blade, but…

      Maybe he didn’t have to.

      Simply holding the Blade of Wind might be enough, depending on the threat they encountered. And maybe he could get lucky, though Torian had been testing the Blade of Wind that he had kept for himself and had not managed to use it in any way that was similar to Visthor. Oh, the much larger man had trained him over the last few days, trying to see if Torian would have any affinity for it, but he did not. Unfortunately for him. He had continued to try to use the Blade of Wind the way that Visthor wanted but never reproduced the whistling sound.

      He heard that whistling now.

      Torian hurried forward, forming a burst of stacked stone but not releasing it.

      “Are you out of your mind?” Jakob asked. “You are heading toward them?”

      Every so often, Torian thought he saw a flash of brown fur racing alongside, but he had not seen the wolf in a long time. Ever since the attack on the village. Maybe the wolf was upset with him because Torian had needed help getting to safety.

      “I’m heading toward Visthor. He has one of the Blades with him. It’s him, not soldiers.”

      “You don’t know that. What if the soldiers have come to attack the town? It’s not like Sylvia was hiding what they were doing, and—”

      Another whistling erupted, disturbing the quiet in the forest.

      Torian didn’t dare wait.

      He surged forward, at the source of the sound, he froze.

      Visthor was there, as were five wolves, but they were not alone.

      Visthor had his Blade of Wind held outstretched, and the wolves had hackles raised, jaws snarling. The attackers did not seem bothered at all.

      “What is this?” Torian asked, readying a stacked stone pattern, as he couldn’t see much but felt something.

      “Do not know. Strange. Not Rusav.”

      “If it’s not Rusav, then let’s back away,” Jakob said.

      “No. They attack the wolves.”

      And as far as Visthor was concerned, Torian knew that was the same as attacking him. The attackers were difficult for him to see, but he noticed shadows. They weren’t as tall as Torian would have thought they would need to be for soldiers. He didn’t hear the sound of any Blades, either.

      Soul sucker?

      No. If it was another of those strange demons, Visthor wouldn’t have answered him. The creature had some way of restraining him, and Torian would’ve expected that he would’ve been caught in it, as well.

      He couldn’t know without using his lantern beam pattern.

      And he needed to know.

      Torian heaved, trying to shove some of that weight off to the side even more, as he wanted more power available to him. It shifted ever so slightly, but enough that he felt a pouring of energy into him. It was uncontrolled at first. That power poured through him, into his pathways, and he split it down either arm and held his hands up as he tried to form one of the third-tier patterns, but the energy hit the palms of his hands before he had a chance to focus it. Uncontrolled power poured out of him.

      And then it exploded bright light all around him.

      There was a flash of that energy, brighter than he had ever released before, and then strange shrieks echoed. For a moment, Torian thought there had to be more wolves, but the shrieks started to move away.

      Not deeper into the forest, though that would’ve been reassuring.

      Up. Into the trees.

      He brought his hands together, forming the third-tier lantern beam, and held his hands as tightly together as he could so that he could control that power. Once controlled, Torian emanated outward and upward. He saw strange humanoid-like creatures swinging from branches before settling down to look at them.

      “What are those?” Jakob asked.

      “Those are shurrel. They should not be here,” Visthor said. His voice had grown soft. When Torian turned to him, holding onto the lantern beam power, color had drained from his face. “Do not release the light.”

      “What will happen if I do?”

      “They attack. And then rip us apart. That is if they don’t eat us first.”

      “Great,” Jakob muttered. “Not only do we have the Rusavians to deal with, now we have some strange monsters?”

      “Well, we’ve been dealing with monsters all along. We had a soul sucker on the way back to the caravan.”

      “Stop talking,” Visthor said. “Keep the light.”

      “I’m only talking because I’m afraid,” Torian said.

      “I’m afraid, too,” Visthor said. “But stop talking. They can’t see us with that light. But they can hear us.”

      Torian held onto the lantern beam pattern, focusing his hands upward and holding that power flowing through him. He had shoved the weight off to the side, and it allowed him to hold this third-tier pattern, which radiated incredible amounts of light energy, but how long could he hold onto it? Torian had never needed to hold a pattern for a long period of time. He had only attempted to create them, not hold them.

      “Can we escape?” Torian asked.

      “If you can hold light,” Visthor said.

      “I’m trying,” Torian said.

      “Good. We go.”

      He started backing away, whistling softly, which sent wolves racing into the darkness. At first, Torian thought the wolves were abandoning them, which they might’ve been, but at the same time, the wolves could move more quickly. And if the strange shurrel decided to attack, hopefully the wolves could outrun them.

      But would they be able to stay ahead of them?

      As they backed deeper into the forest, Torian held onto the lantern beam pattern, feeling the power within him, hoping that he had enough to hold out.
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      LANTERNS IN THE DARK

      The light burned steadily around him. Torian managed to hold onto it for much longer than he would have thought himself possible of doing as he backed away from the shurrel, aware of the movement overhead and the possibility that the creatures would return to attack. He didn’t know how long he’d maintain his hold but was determined to keep the pattern intact as long as possible so that he could find a way to keep Visthor and Jakob safe.

      “How are you doing?” Visthor asked. The large man sounded as if he were trying to keep his voice down but didn’t know how to speak softly.

      “It’s not working that well,” Torian said. “There’s… something that seems to be making this more difficult than it needs to be. I don’t know what it is, only that I feel something working against me.”

      “You fight. Strong enough to handle,” Visthor said.

      Torian wasn’t sure if that was true. He didn’t feel strong enough to handle whatever it was that attempted to block him, but he appreciated that Visthor thought that he was.

      They slipped back the way that they’d come.

      Jakob remained quiet. When Torian turned to his friend, there was tension in his shoulders, which Torian wished that he could do something to help him with. There didn’t seem to be anything that he could say that would help, though. Jakob had always wanted adventure, and now that he had it… Torian suspected that his friend wished that they would have been able to have a very different kind of adventure.

      “Careful,” Visthor said, pressing a hand to his back.

      Torian stopped.

      They were beneath several massive trees, with the branches arching down from high overhead. Torian turned so that he could extend his hands and see if there was anything moving in the trees, but there didn’t seem to be. From what he could tell, the shurrel had stopped chasing them. That should have been the reason that he could’ve lowered his lantern beam, but when the light started to sputter, Visthor shook his head.

      “Not yet. Shurrel just part of something else. We need careful.”

      “There’s something more?” Jakob asked.

      “Probably. No worries. I have Blade.”

      The way that he said it was likely supposed to reassure Jakob, and maybe even Torian, but it didn’t serve as a reassurance for him, though that was partly because he knew that a Blade of Wind wouldn’t be that useful against creatures in the trees.

      “Are they with Rusav?” Torian asked.

      “Not exactly,” Visthor said. “They follow power. Want to feed on it. This is why they here.”

      “They’re feeding on him?” Jakob asked.

      Now his voice was definitely too loud, which made Torian want to tell his friend to settle down, though he didn’t know if there was anything that he could do to convince him that he needed to do that.

      “Not him. Others. Or had been. So maybe now they feed on him. They no like light. That why you no worry about them. You scare with light.”

      “What if they start feeding on the light in a way that makes it too much for me to keep a hold of?” Torian asked.

      That was the way that it had started to feel, though he wasn’t sure if that was what was really happening or whether it was just the time that he’d been holding onto this power. He had limits. Maybe they were different now than when he’d left his town after the attack, but there were limits nonetheless. Eventually, he would find that his strength would fade, and then he’d have to figure out how much he could actually hold out.

      “They not that capable,” Visthor said.

      The light sputtered again.

      Save them.

      As the resistance began to build, Torian knew that he wasn’t going to be able to hold it long enough to get them back. There had been the strange sound in the forest that had led them out here, and now that they were out here, Torian doubted that there was going to be enough time for him to hold the power that he needed to get them all back safely.

      "Get him back to the wagons," Torian said to Visthor.

      “Not safe. You not have control.”

      “I have enough control.”

      “We go together.”

      Visthor sounded irritated, which Torian supposed he should be happy about. Visthor wasn’t going to leave him alone, but then Visthor wasn’t going to be able to protect them all from the shurrel. With the power inside him starting to fade, he didn’t think he would be able to hold out much longer, anyway.

      “Get him back. You can run. I’ll head a different way to lead them away from you.”

      “Stupid,” Visthor said. He said it with a bit of a smile, though, and Torian understood. “Just keep him safe.”

      “You can’t be serious,” Jakob said. “You intend to stay here and go off on your own?”

      “I’m not going off on my own. I’m heading back, but I’m doing it in a different way. If what Visthor has said was right, and these creatures are drawn by sahir, then I need to draw them off so that you can get back to the others safely. Just go.”

      Jakob looked as if he wanted to argue but then nodded.

      Visthor clasped Torian’s arm, squeezing it tightly for a moment before nodding to him. “Move quickly. Do not linger. Shurrel dangerous.”

      “I know,” he said.

      “Good luck.”

      Visthor gave Jakob a shove, and the two of them started off, heading into the trees, into the darkness, and away from Torian.

      It left him alone in the dark of the forest. He continued to hold onto the third-tier lantern beam pattern, trying to maintain that power as much as he could, but as time passed, the energy started to shift. The weight inside of him that he had moved off to the side changed, seemingly rolling back into place. Torian couldn’t hold onto this power for much longer.

      That left him with only a few options if he wanted to draw the creatures away, but only one that permitted him to hold some of his power in reserve. He had to shift to one of the other tiers of patterns, a lower-tier pattern, to draw less of the power out of himself.

      The shurrel were drawn to magic, and if that were the case, then what kind of magic had been out here that had drawn them in the first place?

      Not the wolves.

      The wolves didn’t have magic, from what he knew. Which meant that there was something else out here that the shurrel had chased. The smart move would be to ignore it and head back to the wagons as he had told Visthor, but Torian couldn’t shake the feeling that something else had been out here, and that he needed to try to make sense of what it was.

      Cursing to himself, he turned and headed deeper into the forest, back the way that they had come.

      No wolves howled at this point. He didn’t know if the wolves were still out there, as Visthor had sent them away, or if there had even been anything out here that had drawn their attention in the first place. Maybe the wolves had howled because they had sensed the shurrel and had wanted to warn them.

      Torian turned, following the trees until he picked up on a trail that they had taken. It seemed almost as if there was a path through the forest itself that wanted to guide him, though that was difficult for him to believe. He managed to hold on to the first-tier pattern, letting the crack of power flow through him as he looked up into the trees.

      The pressure on him had persisted.

      Every so often, Torian could feel more of that pressure, typically when he slowed or stopped altogether. It was almost as if the shurrel were using those breaks to feed on the power he used. It was dangerous to slow too much. Still, Torian shifted from the first-tier lantern beam pattern into the stacked stone pattern, using that to follow where he had gone. He traced his path backwards, bouncing between the patterns as quickly as he thought he could do safely. He didn’t want to release the lantern beam for too long, as he needed the light available to him so that he could keep the shurrel at bay.

      Then he felt something else.

      It came from not far from him. Torian wasn’t sure what it was, only that a pressure worked against him. It wasn’t the pressure of the shurrel on his power but something different altogether. Torian thought that it might be what had drawn the shurrel out here in the first place.

      He strode forward, holding onto the lantern beam pattern, and shifting from the first tier into the second tier, augmenting the light with a burst of strength so that it would radiate out from his fingertips. As it did, shadows scattered. The sound of creatures in the trees came to him, and Torian held his hands out, trying to push even more of the pattern power out from him. The weight inside of him started to tremble.

      Torian tried to use the lessons that he had learned in school. The problem that he had was that the lessons he had learned had not been fully effective for him. No one else had understood what it was like for him to shift the weight that he had inside him.

      “I don’t have any weight I have to push against,” Oro had told him when he had first come to the school and started working with him. He was an early instructor for him and had been kind to Torian when he was first trying to learn. He’d stayed until Willa had sent him on to the university with one of the other potentials. “What do you mean you have to push a weight?”

      They had been inside of the classroom, and Oro had held Torian after, as he had not managed to accomplish one of the first-tier patterns that he typically could reach, and the frustration had been too much for him. He had snapped at his sister—again—and Oro had wanted to keep him afterward to talk to him about his temper and his temperament.

      “It just feels like anytime that I want to use my connection, I have to push harder than others. It’s there, but I feel like I’m lifting a boulder to get to it.”

      Oro had regarded him with a strange expression that Torian had not been able to read at that time and still didn’t know how to read. “It should be there for you. You have seen what your sister can do. That is natural. What you must be fighting against is your capacity. Unfortunately, not all have the same capacity to use this ability, Torian. I suspect that is your problem. You have found your limit.” He scratched at his chin. “It is a strange one, though. Most who have limits find it is consistent. Either they are unable to even form the primary patterns, which isn’t your problem, or they manage to find consistency at a singular level. There are times when you are limited to the primary patterns, but there are other times when I feel like you are on the verge of having the capacity to reach a third tier.”

      Torian had never considered that possible, but he had also understood that consistency was the key to the kind of power that he wanted to have. He had been studying for several years at that point and had never managed consistency the way that Gaspel wanted. Gaspel had been the first of his instructors to take an interest in trying to help him overcome those natural limitations, though. Willa had certainly never done it. Then again, Willa had probably known right away that Torian did not have the necessary strength to amount to much. She had been the one who had objected the longest to his sustained presence in school.

      “Any tricks you might have would be helpful.”

      “There is no trick. You are either a sahir, or you are not. You have managed to reach the primary patterns, so you can call yourself a sahir, but I don’t know that you will ever find anything more than that.”

      Torian had asked other instructors, both those who stayed to train at the school along with those who had traveled through, and none of them had really understood what to make of his predicament. Everyone said the same thing as Oro, in that his connection was erratic, which they all agreed was strange. There shouldn’t be such difficulty.

      After Heshian had arrived at the school and Torian had asked him the same question, Willa had approached and pulled him aside. Torian remembered the irritation she had with him, though even now, he wasn’t entirely sure why she should have been so irritated with him. He had been just trying to get better. Wasn’t that what they wanted of him, after all?

      “You need to stop this,” she said.

      They were outside in the yard, where Torian had just caught Heshian before he’d gone off to work in the school workshop. Torian had hoped that his new instructor would offer him some great advice, but much like everybody else, he had said the same thing. Of course, he had. They all trained in the same places, and they all had the same understanding of power. There was no reason that one instructor would have some new outlook on how he could command his power.

      “I’m sorry, Willa.”

      “You have heard the same response how many times?”

      “At least a dozen,” he admitted.

      “And have any of them given you any reason to believe that you will find a way past this limitation of yours?”

      He shook his head.

      “We have offered our instruction openly, but your persistence does not mean that you will eventually succeed. The creator has made each of us the way that we are, and some are granted gifts, whereas others are not. I cannot say what your gifts will be, nor can I say what the creator has in mind for you, only that you must stop pushing against it.”

      She had locked eyes with him, and though he couldn’t be certain, Torian had the distinct sense that she was holding on to one of the patterns. Possibly many of them, given that this was Willa, and she had demonstrated considerable power to him. He hadn’t know what to say and so had nodded. In hindsight, he should have known that was the beginning of his departure from school.

      Somehow, none of his instructors had ever taught him how to slide the weight out of the way the way that both Aldrich and Sylvia had taught. None of them had ever come to believe that Torian could be anything more than a primary pattern sahir. And none of them would ever have thought that he had the potential to be an valsahir.

      So what other lessons that they taught him had been incomplete? Those were the thoughts that lingered in his mind as he headed toward the strange energy that he detected.

      Only to find nothing.

      Something here had to have been drawing the shurrel—but what was it?

      As his power surged through him, he noticed a darkened stain on the ground that he suspected was blood. Whatever the shurrel had chased had been caught and devoured. If they were to catch up to him…

      Torian tried not to think about that.

      He looked around, sweeping his hands out from him. It was time to head back to the wagons if he could find his way. He had to hope that he had dragged enough of the shurrel with him for him to get to safety.

      When he turned, though, the pressure upon him started to build even more.

      And then the connection that he had to his patterns sputtered and burned out.
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      TRACKING IN THE DARK

      Torian stood in the darkness, his heart hammering wildly. The crack he had formed when facing the soul sucker persisted, but it seemed as if his pathways had darkened so that he could no longer push power out through them.

      The sound of movement in the branches forced his gaze up.

      There was not nearly enough light to see anything. But he could hear, and it was what he heard that worried him.

      He started running.

      The shurrel chased, scratching and clawing along the branches, like some terrifying squirrel. The pressure inside of his pathways remained, darkening them.

      What if he somehow managed to burst power through them?

      He’d managed to release power in an uncontrolled fashion before. Twice, in fact. If he were to do that now, he didn’t know whether he could control it, but it might prevent the shurrel from reaching him.

      The weight didn’t budge.

      The soul sucker had been relatively easy compared to this. This power pressed down on him in a way that made everything within him feel as if it were collapsing and constricting. It wasn’t even a matter of trying to find power, as he knew that the weight had shifted so that he could reach it, but he couldn’t use it as it was not flowing through him the way that it needed to.

      Torian ran forward until shadows jumped toward him. He rolled off to the side, trying to move away from the shurrel. He couldn’t use the patterns, but what about the Blade of Wind?

      He withdrew it, twisting the end as quickly as he could, extending the strange blade. Visthor had worked with him on the various Blade patterns, attempting to train him to make him something of a soldier, even though Torian had not mastered any of them. Still, he used the lessons that Visthor had taught, his feet sliding out to either side of him into the initial position, one that reminded him of the primary patterns, as he held the Blade upright.

      Then he started to twist.

      All he needed was to get the Blade to whistle, and it might scare the creatures.

      Torian twisted. The Blade whistled.

      When it did, some part of his pathways seemed to react to it.

      That was new.

      It was almost as if the movements freed some of his pathways so that he could push more power out through himself. He had never tried using the Blade as a focus, but maybe that was what he needed to do now.

      The Blade surprised him. It began to glow. Now when he spun, it seemed as if the air crackled and whistled at the same time.

      Then the shadows scurried back, darting away from the faint glow coming off of the Blade. Torian still didn’t stop, not willing to let up, as he didn’t know if there was something else that he might be able to do. Now that he had cleansed his pathways, however—he had done so using the Blade—he refused to let up.

      “An interesting technique. Not one that I would choose, but interesting nonetheless.”

      Torian spun, the whistling in the Blade faltering, though the glow to it had not. It seemed as if Torian’s forcing of the energy inside of him into the Blade had somehow solidified so that he could use more than just the wind in it. He couldn’t see anything other than a shadowy form near him.

      “Show yourself,” he said.

      He tried to keep his voice as confident as he could, though Torian didn’t feel confident at this point. In fact, he felt terrified. If this was some powerful soldier, Torian doubted he could do anything to them. When he had dealt with the soldiers before, he had gotten lucky. He did not expect to have that same luck out here in the middle of the forest and possibly surrounded by the soldier’s minions, assuming the shurrel served the soldiers.

      “You can lower that Blade, Torian. I’m impressed that you managed to master that much of its power already.”

      Torian took a step forward. Whoever was out there knew him. Not one of the soldiers.

      “Aldrich?”

      The shadowy form moved toward him, and then Aldrich appeared. He was dressed differently than the last time that Torian had seen him, now wearing a large gray cloak with runic patterns embroidered around the lapels, and he had a staff hanging from his waist, the shape of it reminding Torian of the Blade. More than that, Aldrich glowed ever so softly with a pale light. Now that he was closer to Torian, he could make out that glowing much better than he could before.

      “I had known that you had potential, but I hadn’t expected to see it quite so soon. Chasing the shurrel, I presume?”

      “Not chasing, but getting chased.” Torian described what they had done and how the wolves had found something in the forest before the shurrel had come after them.

      “So you stayed while the others returned. Interesting.”

      “Why is that interesting?”

      “I don’t say that to insult you. I merely mean to compliment your bravery. That’s what you want to hear, isn’t it? You are quite the brave young man. Now, if you don’t mind, I think we should do something about these pesky creatures as they’re still not done with us. And if we leave them, they will chase us all the way back to the wagons.” Aldrich held his hands up, pressing the tips of his fingers together, and then released them, opening his fingers and splaying them wide. When he did, bands of light stretched straight up, but he flicked his wrists, and those bands began to weave together in the air, forming crackling whips of energy that he then sent shooting through the trees, layering around the upper branches, and flicking them along. The shurrel shrieked before racing back into the trees and away from them. “That should keep them from us for now. If they try to get a little closer, we may have to deal with them a bit more definitively, but I find it easier not to kill them off.”

      “You don’t want to kill them?”

      “Not everything deserves to die, Torian.” He stepped into the light, and he smiled tightly. He had a small cut along one cheek, another on his chin, and still another bruise on his hand. Torian hadn’t even noticed those injuries before. “Do you think you can lead me back to the wagons? Sylvia sent a summons, and I’d hate to deny her when she calls.”

      Torian nodded. “Can you hold on to the light?”

      He felt foolish asking somebody of Aldrich’s obvious potential whether he could hold the lantern being pattern, but he also wasn’t sure what Aldrich was. Was he sahir or was he something else? Maybe he was valsahir. Torian had never seen anybody with his obvious power before.

      “I think I can manage. I would take much longer than you tracking the wagons through the forest, though, so I prefer to leave that to you unless your exposure to the shurrel has made that difficult.”

      “It did at first.”

      “What did you do to release that burden?”

      “I used the Blade,” he admitted. “To be honest, I don’t have any idea how it worked, only that it seemed to do so. It was more desperation than anything else. Visthor has been working with me to try to master aspects of the Blade, but I hadn’t really been able to do it before now.”

      “Necessity can be an amazing instructor.”

      That had been Torian’s experience, as well. Had he not been threatened by the soldiers and near death, he may not have learned how to push the weight off to the side and leave it cracked so that he could access more power.

      “Lead on,” Aldrich said.

      Torian focused on the second-tier earth pattern, using the tracking pattern that was a modification of the stacked stone. It happened more easily than he expected, which allowed him to shift the weight inside of him even more so that he could draw upon even more power.

      “I have been searching for answers about this little incursion.”

      “That’s why you left me with Sylvia?”

      “I left you with Sylvia because your potential is majorly dangerous. And it made you a target.”

      “So you knew that I could be valsahir?”

      Aldrich looked over to him. “Do you believe it?”

      Torian shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t know. I never did before, but…”

      “And it’s possible that you will not be.”

      Torian felt his heart sink. “I might not be?”

      “Not all with potential can become valsahir. It takes strength, but it takes something else that can’t be put into words. And it is dangerous.”

      “Because of Rusav.”

      “Not all of Rusav.”

      “Tamish.”

      He nodded.

      “It’s only been Sylvia and Visthor who have taught me anything,” he said.

      “And that is more than I had hoped for.”

      Torian felt the trail leading straight ahead. Strangely, through the stacked stone pattern, he could track power, and he could follow where it was guiding him. Not only did he have the sense of the wagons and of Invat, who was still with the wagons, but he felt Visthor and Jakob nearing the wagons. They weren’t even that far from him. When Torian attempted to extend the stacked stone pattern influence much beyond that, he abutted something much more potent. He felt resistance, and he started to probe along it.

      “I suspect you have begun to feel the runic protections of the town up ahead,” Aldrich said.

      “That’s what this is?”

      “They were placed long ago. Long enough that most of the people in the town don’t even realize that they exist. And they are buried deep. Many places around here have similar protections that have been lost.”

      “Like that temple where I first found you?”

      “Temple? Ah yes. Much like that. Ancient places where the knowledge was different. Far more extensive than what we have today. Much knowledge has been lost over the years, unfortunately. We have probably lost more than we have retained. Which makes places like this interesting to study if you have the ability.” Aldrich glanced over to him. From the glow coming off of him, Torian could tell that Aldrich watched him with a strange expression. “Do you have the ability?”

      “I don’t know,” Torian admitted. “I have barely been able to use this type of pattern before. I’ve never been able to have this extensive of a reach before now, so I haven’t even attempted to use it on anything like that.”

      “That would certainly limit your ability to test your access. Then we should practice. You have time during our walk, I presume?”

      Torian nodded. They were getting closer to the wagons, but they still had time before they reached them. Could Aldrich know how much time they had? He was holding on to the lantern being pattern but had seemed to realize when Torian was reaching for the limits of the town.

      “Good. What I would suggest you do is probe along the perimeter of town. Just let the pattern flow. What is it that you call it?”

      “We call it stone tracking, a variant on earth.”

      “Of course you do. It’s a method of reaching the earth, which is useful, though there are others. When we have more time, I can probably demonstrate a few different techniques that would be far more beneficial for testing these sort of boundary lines. In the meantime, use your stacked stone technique to trace along the limits that you feel. You should find distinct signatures within it. Focus your energy there.”

      “On the runic patterns?”

      “Yes.”

      “You don’t want me to try to destroy them, do you?”

      “I doubt you will be able to. If the others who have come before you have not been able to, your technique is unlikely to do much.”

      Torian focused on the third-tier stacked stone pattern and stretched out from him. He had been already using it to test for the others, following its path back to the wagons and to town, so it did not take much for him to strain beyond it so that he could feel even more. As he pushed, he felt the limit up ahead and then began to press along that. There was a faintness of it, some aspect that left him with the awareness of the boundary, along with an awareness of the runic patterns that comprised the boundary. If he could feel more to it, Torian thought that he might be able to detect the actual runes used.

      But it was difficult. It felt as if he were fumbling in the dark, batting at a wall and trying to understand the runic patterns with his blunted hands rather than probing with any real understanding of what was up ahead.

      “I can feel the patterns, but I can’t tell anything about them,” he said.

      “I suspect that with practice, you will. This is a good place to work on this particular technique. You can feel for the boundary, push along it, and once you find it, you can test whether there is an aspect of it that you might be able to use. Now, try again,” he said.

      “I’m still trying,” Torian said.

      “Keep trying,” Aldrich said. “And keep tracing through it until you feel the perimeter.

      Torian only nodded. And he continued to trace, feeling that perimeter and trying to make sense of what there was to it, but he could not feel anything more than he already had. Every time that he sent the stacked stone technique away from him, he found the same resistance that he’d encountered initially that made it so that the barrier remained a mystery to him.

      He shook his head. “I’m struggling.”

      “There is no shame in that. We will work some more. But for now, I think we are back to the camp, and I have been traveling a long time so I am hungry. Why don’t we see what Invat has cooked up for us?” He flashed a smile and strode forward, leaving Torian looking after him, and wondering once again just who Aldrich was.
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      TRAVELS AND TRAINING

      The wagons moved slowly. At this point, Torian didn’t mind the steady pace as he felt as if the slow rumbling of the wagons suited his mood. With the trees all around them, he couldn’t tell what direction they were heading, though he’d asked Sylvia a few times and had not gotten much of an answer.

      Torian had not gotten much of an answer on the rest of the walk back as to why Aldrich had returned. He spoke of Tamish and a power that he was after, but he didn’t elaborate. Torian suspected there was more to it than what Aldrich let on, which made Torian increasingly concerned about it, having seen Tamish firsthand. If someone like that could destroy a town as easily as he had, what more might he do?

      And how can anyone be safe?

      Torian had wandered the perimeter of town, using his stacked stone technique and working with Aldrich to uncover the various runic markers that seemed to protect it. Torian couldn’t tell what those markers were, but he could feel them.

      “If you can feel them, you can identify them. It just takes time. And practice,” Aldrich had said with a hint of a smile. “It seems we have a bit of both for you, so I encourage you to take this time and take advantage of it.”

      Which was what Torian had been doing but had not been able to figure out anything.

      Astrid came over to talk to Torian, earning him a darkened glare from Jakob, along with one from Johan.

      “Has he been helping you more than Sylvia did?”

      “I think so. At least, I think it will help in time. He is more powerful than Sylvia, so I’m hopeful that he can teach me something that she cannot. And if he can’t, well, he won’t be the first one who failed to teach me.”

      She frowned. “No? I would have thought that you were a skilled… What do you call it?”

      “Sahir,” Torian said, “and no. Not skilled. Not until I came here, actually. So I’m hopeful that I can continue to progress with this ability, but even if I can’t, I am already able to do more than I could when I left.” They stood at the edge of the fire for a moment, neither of them speaking. “What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “I guess I don’t know all that much about you or your homeland. What did you do before you escaped?” Torian figured that was a safe line of questioning for her, at least for now. And it would help him understand her better.

      “I was a singer,” she said softly.

      “A singer? Visthor said you were an acrobat?”

      She turned to where Visthor was holding onto his Blade, his entire body rigid as he looked off into the darkness. “He probably says that because she asked me to dance, but I’m not really a dancer, either. I can dance a little, but that’s not uncommon for singers.”

      “What about Johan?”

      “Johan?” She shook her head. “He is a singer too. That’s how we…” She sighed. “Speaking of Johan, I think I need to go and deal with him. Can we meet later, and you can work with me some more? I do think I’m making progress.”

      “You are definitely making progress,” Torian agreed. She had come to demonstrate many of the primary patterns, though she wasn’t proficient at any of them yet. She did have potential, though, and Torian believed that with enough time, she might be able to work on first-tier patterns soon. “And I’d like that.”

      She smiled, her hand still resting on his arm for a moment, before she hurried off to go and visit Johan. Torian stood for a little while and finally looked over to Visthor, knowing that he needed to do more work with him.

      Visthor had chosen to work with him, pushing him to be much more diligent with his training concerning the Blade of Wind. There was a seriousness to the training that hadn’t been there before, though Torian wondered if that was because they’d come across the shurrel where there had been a limit to the kind of power that he’d been able to hold, or if it was because Torian had admitted that he’d managed to use some of the power within the Blade when they’d been attacked.

      “The Blade is good weapon. You need to master this. Useful when other power fail,” Visthor said two nights after they’d escaped from the shurrel. “Too bad I no hear your blade when you fight. I would know how you do this then.”

      “I don’t know if there was anything to the way that I did it,” Torian admitted. “It just sort of worked. I don’t think that I did anything that was that different than what I had been doing before.”

      “Maybe not. Fear makes some men weak and others strong. You seem strong when scared. Maybe that is what you need.”

      It would have been an amusing comment were it not for the fact that Torian actually felt much the same way. When he’d been dealing with the dangers of the Rusavian soldiers, he had felt an overwhelming fear that had nearly caused him to collapse in on himself. Had he not done that, he wouldn’t be here now. That fear had prompted him to learn aspects of his power that he wouldn’t have learned otherwise.

      And there was the fact that he had wondered the same thing. It was possible that by using that fear that he’d managed to find a way to a different sort of power than he would have otherwise. The problem that he had was that he didn’t know what he’d done, nor did he know if it was anything that could be replicated.

      “We talk about the way you hold Blade tonight. You stiff. This no good.”

      Torian held the Blade of Wind in his hands and realized that he had been gripping it tightly. Maybe too tightly. When he’d used the Blade against the shurrel, the one thing that he had done differently was try to think about the way that the forms Visthor had taught him seemed to be similar to the patterns that he’d learned in school. Maybe not the same, but near enough that he thought that aspects of the lessons would carry over so that he could use those techniques.

      “I think the pattern is the key for me,” he said. When Visthor looked at him strangely, he knew he had to explain. “It’s the way that you demonstrated the forms. There’s something about the form that reminds me of the patterns that I use.”

      “This form basic. You must learn this to become better.”

      “Right. Like the primary patterns,” Torian said, though he suspected that Visthor didn’t have any idea what he meant about the primary patterns, nor did he necessarily care about what Torian could do with them. All Visthor cared about was how he held the Blade and how that let him draw even more of the Wind through it.

      The primary pattern. Or form, such as Visthor wanted to call it.

      It was that shift in mindset which made things easier for him. Torian began to think about the forms Visthor wanted to teach him as primary patterns that all he needed to do was to focus on so that he could master elements of them. Visthor didn’t seem to care that he was thinking about them in terms of his magical patterns. In fact, he kept trying to correct him, wanting him to think about them in terms of the type of form that he was demonstrating.

      “You keep relax,” Visthor said.

      “I’m trying to relax,” Torian said, but even as he did, he didn’t know that he was as relaxed as what he suspected Visthor wanted from him, as the relaxation was not necessarily a part of the patterns. Then again, the patterns involved just his hands and different finger movements, and he had never needed to use his entire body the way that he needed to do when he was doing these forms. That was the part that made it much more difficult for him.

      “Hold loose,” he said.

      Loose. None of that really made a lot of sense to him, but if it was what Visthor wanted from him, Torian was going to do it, as he believed that Visthor knew what he was talking about.

      He shifted his feet, holding loosely to the Blade of Wind, and followed the movement that Visthor made. There was the start of a whistle. It wasn’t an actual whistle, and certainly nothing so loud as to scare any of the Rusavian soldiers, but it was much more than he had managed to accomplish when not facing certain death.

      “Better. Now try this.” Visthor demonstrated another form, twisting his feet ever so slightly and bringing his hands down. It was the twist and slice that seemed to be significant.

      Torian closed his eyes, and he thought about how he had learned some of the primary patterns. It had been so long ago that he didn’t even consider all of those lessons the way that he once had, as the primary patterns were simply a part of everything that he knew. But in this case, it was no different than when he had first started learning. He was going back to the basics. Master the primary patterns, and he could hopefully learn some of the more complicated Blade patterns.

      “Are there complex forms?”

      “Many,” Visthor said.

      “So how many of these basic forms do I need to learn?”

      Visthor leaned on his Blade, resting on the ground, seemingly unmindful of the fact that the point was poking into the dirt. He didn’t really worry much at all about keeping the Blade unscathed, so Torian had taken to feeling much the same way, as he suspected that the Blade was much more resilient than it looked.

      “Maybe dozen, but I do not know all.”

      “How did you learn these?”

      “You no want story.”

      “Oh, don’t listen to him,” Charlek said. He stepped out of the shadows near one of the wagons and cast Visthor an amused smile. “He has one of the best stories.”

      “Not your story to tell,” Visthor said.

      “No,” Charlek agreed, “it’s yours. And I would never say otherwise, but I think it’s reasonable for him to ask. You have shown him something of yourself, and I suspect our young friend simply wants to understand what it is and how you have this talent that you do.”

      “Caught in war,” he said.

      “What do you mean you were caught?” Torian asked.

      “I was boy. My village destroyed. Claimed. Taken to fighting camp. Trained.” Visthor’s voice grew softer as he spoke. “I show skill, and they want to bring me into army. Gave me a Blade.”

      Torian hadn’t realized that the people that Rusav captured would eventually be brought into the army, but it made a certain sort of sense, however terrible it might be.

      “What did they have you do?”

      “Fight. You have seen.”

      “And then you just stopped?”

      “No need to fight. Choose fight.”

      It seemed to Torian as if the distinction was significant for Visthor in some way, though he didn’t know what that distinction was, nor did he know how that mattered to him.

      “If you ever decide to tell more, let me know,” Charlek said, looking over to the larger man. “I gain new insights each time he tells it, though it has been a long time since he has chosen to share anything of significance.”

      “You only gossip,” Visthor said.

      “We both know it’s not gossip,” Charlek said, patting him on the shoulder before striding back into the shadows and slipping toward the wagons.

      “I’m sorry,” Torian said.

      “Not your fault. Rusav. They claim me and think that turned me into fighter. They do, but not for them.” He pounded a fist against his chest and smiled tightly. “Now. We return to forms. You learn.”

      “I have another question, but it’s not about the forms.”

      “What?”

      “I haven’t seen the wolf for a while. Should I… well, should I be worried?”

      “Wolf not blind. No worry.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “It means wolf not blind. No worry. No. We keep work.”

      Torian returned to working with Visthor, training on the different forms that he wanted him to know. As Visthor claimed, there were a dozen or so different Blade forms, and as he began to think about the forms in terms of patterns, and trying to find the precision within them, it seemed to work better. Not perfectly, as there was still something Torian wasn’t doing quite right that he couldn’t determine, but it did work better than it had been. He didn’t think Visthor taught him any of the more complicated forms, though he didn’t blame the man, either. Torian had not earned that right and had not proven himself capable yet.

      Increasingly, Torian was determined to master those forms, if only so that he would not have to fear losing control over his power. Having drained as much as he had facing the shurrel, he wanted to be ready for the possibility that there might be something else that could come at them to force his hand.

      When Visthor was done with him, Torian had started back to his wagon when Aldrich caught him.

      “You and I must speak,” Aldrich said.

      Torian was tired. Working with Visthor was draining. There was a physical aspect of it that he didn’t get with the other patterns, though he also enjoyed it in ways that he had not expected.

      “About what?”

      “About your preparation.”

      “What about it?” He glanced down at the Blade that he held gripped in hand, the length of the blade extended. He had not fully retracted it yet and knew that was probably a mistake, as he did not need to keep the blade extended the way that he did.

      “You have been learning from Sylvia and have been challenged by something unexpected. For you to make it out of these lands safely and avoid additional inconveniences,” he said, pressing his lips together in a tight frown, “perhaps I need to take a greater role in ensuring your safety.”

      “You want to teach me?” When Aldrich didn’t say anything, he knew that he had to clarify. “I would love to learn from you.”

      “I suppose that is for the best,” he said. “To begin with, I need to explore the limitations that you have. The restriction, as it is.”

      Torian focused on that weight inside of him. It was heavy and seemed to press down upon his ability to access more power, though it still remained cracked open so that he could reach for some of the power. He had taken a seat next to Aldrich and focused on one of the primary patterns, letting out a little bit of light to mirror the way that Aldrich held on to his. He did not do so with the same strength that he suspected Aldrich possessed, nor did he have any means of controlling it that would rival the other man, but it wasn’t a matter of him trying to control so much as it was a matter of him trying to understand.

      “I don’t know. It’s always been there.”

      “I am not surprised. Can you describe it to me?”

      “I’ve been through this before, Aldrich.”

      Aldrich nodded. “I’m sure you have. And I’m sure you have been frustrated by your inability to access what you believe to be your birthright.”

      Torian was glad for the darkness that hid his slight flush.

      “I see. You don’t want to talk about it.”

      “I’m happy to talk about it,” he began. “It’s just that I’ve tried sharing with other instructors what I can do and, more importantly, what I cannot. I feel like I’m working against a weight inside of me. It’s like there’s some stone that is there that pushes down and creates a pressure against the power that I know exists, but I can’t reach on my own.”

      “I’m sure that’s frustrating,” Aldrich said.

      He had slid closer and was glowing more brightly than he had before.

      “It wasn’t until I was traveling with these others that I started to feel it differently,” he admitted. “It’s almost like I shifted some part of that power. Sometimes it even stays open, giving me access to power that I didn’t have before.”

      “Describe what you mean by having it shifted.”

      “Well, it feels like there is a boulder or something that I have rolled off to the side, which has remained cracked so that I can draw upon more energy. Does that make any sort of sense?”

      “Not exactly,” Aldrich said.

      Disappointment swelled inside of Torian. He had started to hope that maybe Aldrich would be able to explain the weight inside of him, and more than that, had started to hope that maybe Aldrich would have some means of helping him push past it, but that didn’t seem to be the case.

      “I am interested in it, though, so with your permission, I would like to study it.”

      “You mean study me?”

      “Well, you are a part of it, are you not?”

      “I suppose,” he said.

      Aldrich smiled. “Good. We will start tonight.”
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      THE WEIGHT OF MAGIC

      Aldrich’s studying of Torian consisted of him using a series of patterns, none of which Torian had ever seen or felt before, to sweep through Torian. The first time it had happened, Torian had reacted, as he had felt as if some part of him were under attack.

      Without meaning to, he had exploded stone in front of Aldrich.

      It was forceful, but Aldrich had deflected it before there was any danger to him.

      The second time Aldrich swept power through him, it was little more than a light brush of a breeze that whispered through Torian’s mind. There wasn’t the same pressure, which kept Torian from reacting the same way he had before.

      Each subsequent attempt was more like that. Aldrich no longer tried to test him with any real strength, as Torian reacted too strongly any time that he did, without meaning to. At the end of that session, Aldrich had promised that he would keep working with him, as he thought that he understood the challenge, but had not explained anything more to Torian about it before taking his leave and setting off back to the wagons. When Torian finally returned, Aldrich was gone, having slipped away into the forest.

      “Why is Tamish here?”

      “An excellent question. Have you given much thought to why your town was targeted?” Aldrich asked.

      “I assume that it was just tied to Rusav and what they want to do is claim our lands.”

      “Perhaps that is all it was, but I suspect there is more to it,” Aldrich said, motioning for Torian to take a seat. He did so, crossing his legs as he sat across from the other man watching him. Aldrich pressed his fingertips together, though Torian didn’t recognize the pattern. “Rusav has long believed a danger infests Navarin, lands they believe are theirs. And they blame the valsahir for that infestation, as they are the threat Rusav cannot overpower.”

      “I don’t understand that.”

      “It is an old grudge and complicated. All of these lands were once a part of the Siansaal Empire. Within the empire, the valsahir were the most powerful and considered closest to the Saith.”

      “Priests?”

      That surprised him, though maybe it shouldn’t. Most sahir believed they drew their power from the Saith, after all.

      “Something along those lines, but even that is probably not quite right. A connection to the divine. Something happened, and what is now Rusav split from Navarin.”

      “But the valsahir were in Navarin.”

      “They were. And Rusav would claim they were corrupt.”

      “Which is why they must cleanse that corruption?”

      Aldrich nodded. “Over time, that desire changed. Now they claim they must cleanse these lands before they can be reclaimed. As you have seen, many have been lost.”

      “Why now?”

      “I don’t know,” Aldrich said. “The sahir have kept Rusav at bay for many years. Something must have changed. And for Tamish himself to be involved… Tamish came to your town for a reason. And it is possible that it is different than that of Rusav.”

      “You think it’s him directing things rather than Rusav itself?”

      “Undoubtedly,” he said. “As we have seen evidence of that and recognize that he has been leading his own private troops.” Aldrich leaned forward, and he began to glow again. “Rusav has not been so brazen as to attack this deep into Navarin. You are too far inland from the border, which means that there was a direction here, and that something has motivated his attack. He’s searching for something. For many years, the valsahir have prevented others from probing too deep into Navarin. Unfortunately, the sahir are not as capable of repelling their influence.”

      “So he’s after something?”

      “Power,” Aldrich said. “Perhaps little more than a myth, or perhaps there is something to it. There are stories that the ancient valsahir used a deep and powerful magic that some would even call a god. Stories claimed that is how the valsahir stopped Rusav in the past. And it is why Rusav has done everything in their power to destroy any with valsahir potential. So if Tamish has moved, he must have found something.”

      “We could find it before him,” he said.

      “I have searched, and I have failed.”

      “So you are searching for others with potential, as well.” He looked to the fire, though he couldn’t see Astrid or Johan. “Do they have potential?”

      “The wolves talk. And that is all I know,” Aldrich said.

      Torian snorted. “But Sylvia thought I could be valsahir.”

      “Not Sylvia. I did. When you broke free of the restraints, I sensed power. Now whether you can reach that power consistently and effectively is something else. For now, we try to break that free.”

      “How many have valsahir potential?”

      Aldrich didn’t answer, and in the silence, Torian thought about the others from the school in Sarot. Could Liana have been valsahir? Jensen? He was the most likely, but there were others of power. What about Leven? Would he have had that potential had he the opportunity?

      “Few enough that we have to find any we can.”

      Torian tried to get him to elaborate on that more, but he didn’t. After a while, he got up and returned to the rest of the campsite, taking a seat near Sylvia, who had been watching off in the distance.

      “You are lucky to have him as an instructor,” Sylvia said.

      “Because he’s a valsahir?”

      “He is one of the last true valsahir. Not that he would say that.”

      “Then why did he bring me to you?” He looked over to Sylvia. “You said that you were not valsahir.”

      “Because he does not teach. He had a failure once and refuses to teach. I am… surprised… that he’s taken an interest in you. Perhaps it is for the best that he has. Most of the time, he simply brings those with potential away, not as he once did.” Sylvia brought her mug to her mouth, taking a deep breath and then sipping at it. “It was a long time ago. There are very few true valsahir in your land. When he finds them, he brings them to us.”

      “To keep them from helping Navarin?”

      She glowered at him for a moment. “Do you really believe that? How many valsahir do you know of from Navarin?”

      “I suppose none.”

      “And why not?”

      He frowned, not coming up with a good answer.

      “Because it is not safe for them. Any with potential are targeted. Destroyed. We try to save them.”

      Torian looked at the wagons. “Is that what you’re doing?”

      “For us to travel openly as we do, we must appear nonthreatening. Like entertainers.” She waved toward the wagons. “And because of that, we are granted free passage, which allows us to stay clear of Rusav as we try to bring those with potential beyond.”

      “Beyond to where?”

      “To a place where you can learn even more.”

      “How many has Aldrich brought you to get to safety like this?”

      “Are you trying to find how unusual you are?”

      “I suppose,” he admitted.

      “There have not been many lately.”

      “Because of…”

      “Because,” she said, not answering anything more, which was a disappointment to him. He had hoped that she might elaborate and fill him in on more of what it was that they had done and more about what Aldrich had been doing. “When he claimed you had the most potential he had seen in years, I did not believe. I should have known better. Aldrich does not speak in hyperbole. And still, you doubt yourself. You are not alone, especially not in this land where so few have known that real power. I myself was like that once.”

      He had a hard time seeing this confident woman ever doubting herself, as it just didn’t fit with his experience with her, but maybe she had. “And are you a valsahir?”

      She smiled at him, and then shook her head. “Unfortunately, I am not. I have some talent and having trained with Aldrich, I do think that in time, I learn to use my abilities as well as any sahir, but I am not what you would call a valsahir.”

      If she were, maybe she could teach him even more.

      “You have a limitation. That is what holds you back. When I sent word to Aldrich that I could not remove the limitation, he came back.”

      “You sent word to him?”

      “He was overly optimistic about my capability. He may not speak in hyperbole, but he does tend to be more optimistic than someone of his capability has any right to be. Given what he has seen, you would expect him to view the world differently.” She shook her head. “Perhaps even view it the way that we do,” she added, her voice falling quiet.

      “Why teach me?”

      Torian felt as if he needed that answer, but he also felt as if there was no possibility for him to get a clean one from Aldrich, though he did wonder if perhaps Sylvia would share more.

      She regarded him, leaning forward and setting her mug down on the ground. “If you have the potential that he believes, then you must be taught. Not only for your benefit but for ours. There is so much that can be gained by letting you be what you can be.”

      “I don’t even understand.”

      “Perhaps not yet, but I hope you will in time.” She got up, leaving Torian by the fire.

      Torian sat quietly for a while before searching for Astrid. He found her talking to Johan, though it seemed as if Johan were doing most of the talking. He was waving his hands, looming over her, and only stopped when Torian neared.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “Why should you be sorry now when all you’ve done is interrupt?” Johan asked.

      “I’ve interrupted?” Torian asked, unable to keep the confusion from his words. “I…”

      “Go to bed, Johan,” she said.

      “Of course, I will. And if I don’t wake up, would you even care?”

      She stared at him for a long moment, not giving him the satisfaction of a response. Finally, Johan turned away, leaving him with Astrid.

      “I’m not trying to upset him.”

      “I know. And I’d like to say that you are not upsetting him, but I think all of this has done so, unfortunately. There is no real way around it.” She smiled, then motioned to the trees. “Would you like to walk with me?”

      “I would,” he said.

      He followed her, and they reached the edge of the tree line. Every so often, Torian caught a glimpse of the wolves that offered a measure of protection around them, but then they disappeared.

      “I’m sorry that I upset Johan,” Torian said.

      “You don’t need to be sorry. It’s not you. It is…” She took a deep breath, letting out a slow and steady sigh. “I think Johan is upset that he does not have the same potential. After what happened in our homeland, he wants vengeance. I have been telling him that vengeance is not the right reason to learn this power, but…”

      Torian nodded. “I understand him, though. After what I went through, that’s what I want. I don’t know that I will ever get the vengeance I want, but… Well, I understand it.”

      “Our people believe that everyone has a purpose, but I struggle to see mine.”

      “The Saith,” Torian said, nodding. That was what the priests claimed as well, though he wasn’t sure that he had a purpose. Or hadn’t, before. If he could be a valsahir, then maybe he had a purpose.

      “What is that?”

      “You probably have a different name for the gods,” he said. She looked at him with an unreadable expression in her eyes. “We call them the Saith. They connect to each of the primary powers, which we reach through patterns. The Saith become One.” Torian shook his head. “That’s what I was always taught. When I lost my brother, it was hard to believe…” He took a deep breath. This wasn’t what she wanted to hear. “I had a hard time. Now I’ve lost everything.”

      “I miss the water,” she said softly. “The trees are nice, but I miss the waterfront. I miss the early morning fog. I miss the sound of the waves lapping the shore. I miss my home.” She turned, looking up at Torian. “And I don’t know that I will ever see it again. So much has been lost.”

      “I understand.”

      “It’s different for you. Maybe Johan is right.”

      “About what?”

      She opened her mouth, looking as if she wanted to say something and explain, but clapped it shut again. “I should go. Check on Johan.”

      She raced away, leaving him alone. Torian wanted to call after her but also felt like he needed to give her space.

      He wandered around the campsite for a while, watching the wolves as they prowled, listening to the sounds of the night and the forest before making his way back to the wagons.

      Torian went to his bunk and had restless sleep where he dreamed of pushing boulders uphill only for them to roll back down at him. In the morning, the wagons set off on their lumbering pace once again, nobody really speaking, though there wasn’t any real reason for anybody to talk. Torian had tried to approach Jakob, who had been quiet, reticent to say much of anything. It was near midday when he forced his friend to address him.

      “Something is bothering you. Is it Astrid?”

      Torian thought about what Visthor had said and wondered how much of that was true.

      “What?” Jakob asked.

      “Well, are you jealous that I’m talking to her?”

      “Why would I be jealous of that?”

      “I don’t know. It seems like this all started after I got back.”

      “It’s not her. And I’m glad you returned safely. And alive. If there’s anything about her, it’s that I don’t know that we know the full story. Every so often, I hear her and Johan talking and I… well, I don’t know what to make of it. It’s not what I would expect of a brother and sister. Then again, my brother is old enough that I don’t really know what it would be like.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that we don’t know much about her.”

      “We don’t really know anything about Sylvia or Visthor or Invat…”

      Jakob sighed. He shook his head, looking around the caravan before turning his attention back to Torian.

      “And you’re right. We don’t know anything about any of them. But you keep learning faster than you ever had in Sarot. That’s what’s bothering me,” Jakob said, sitting up.

      “That I’m learning how to use my ability?” That actually bothered Torian, though he didn’t want to say that to his friend. “I would have thought that you would have been happy for me.” Torian didn’t even bother to hide his disappointment that his friend would not be happy for him, as he was certain that it slipped out even without meaning to.

      “Not that,” he said, though his expression soured a bit more. “It’s just…” Jakob turned away and refused to turn back to Torian.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s stupid. I’m stupid. I shouldn’t say anything, as I have no right to feel this way because I know how you felt when we were still in Sarot.”

      “What is it?” Torian asked again.

      “I’m jealous. Okay? I wish that I could figure out my own path and maybe even have an opportunity to grow the way you have. It’s almost as if you’re enjoying this.”

      “I’m not enjoying it,” he said. “I nearly died. I’ve faced Rusavian soldiers. We’ve been attacked by strange creatures that would destroy us, and I have no idea what has happened to my family. So it’s not that I’m enjoying it.”

      “You could have fooled me,” Jakob said. “I saw how eagerly you were working with Visthor.”

      “Because he knows something that I can learn.”

      “And with Aldrich,” Jakob said.

      This time, Torian was certain that Aldrich’s back straightened slightly at the mention of his name. He must be listening, even if a little bit.

      “Would you rather I not learn what I can to try to help us?”

      “That’s not it, and you know it.”

      “No. I don’t know it. All I know is that my friend is not supporting me as I am trying to do everything that I can to learn what we need if we were to face Rusav again.”

      “What makes you think that we will?” Jakob turned to him.

      “Everything I’ve seen has convinced me that we need to be ready.”

      “I just… I just want to go home,” Jakob said.

      “There’s nothing for us to go home to,” Torian said.

      “You don’t know that. You didn’t get a chance to look around. I just…”

      Jakob trailed off, and Torian didn’t know what he could say to his friend. He wished that he could convince his friend that what they were doing was necessary, and he wished that he could explain that he had learned how to use more power in the short time that they had been traveling with Sylvia and the others than he ever had over the last year at school. Then again, Torian didn’t think that he even needed to explain those things to Jakob, as he had the sense that Jakob knew.

      Jakob had known what Torian had gone through when they were in Sarot. He had known all that Torian had struggled with his ability, and he had known the fate that was set for Torian. He was going to leave the school, and he was going to have to find a different apprenticeship. Didn’t Jakob care about that on his behalf?

      “I’ll leave you alone, then,” Torian said.

      He moved forward and reached the next wagon, taking a seat next to Invat, who shot him a brief look before ignoring him and continuing to move onward. They were traveling slowly, and at one point, he had a sense of direction and thought that they were making their way north before the trees closed in and he couldn’t even see the sun again. They seemed to be taking a road that Sylvia could see, but that was hidden from the rest.

      When night fell and they stopped, he had glanced to Jakob, who was working with the horses, though not alone this time, when Visthor grabbed him and pulled him off to the side of the wagons to continue his training. He set out to work as diligently as he could, staying focused on everything that Visthor was teaching, and managed to form a regular whistle with only one of the forms so far.

      “Much better,” Visthor said. “You will be master of basic forms soon.”

      “And I’m sure that’s quite impressive,” Torian said.

      “Not at all. But it is more than you were.”

      Torian laughed. “When are you going to start teaching me more than just the basic forms?”

      “When you ready. You not ready.”

      There was no real urgency other than the fact that they might encounter Rusav, or strange creatures, at any point. And if they did, Torian knew that he was not ready for that, either. When he said as much to Visthor, the large man just shrugged.

      Torian continued to work with him until he became too erratic with his forms and Visthor sent him away. Aldrich grabbed him again, sat him down, and began to send swirls of his pattern power through Torian’s mind as he attempted to determine just what limitations Torian had. He didn’t explain anything to him, which disappointed Torian, as he had hoped that Aldrich might try to teach as Sylvia had claimed that he would. Rather, he simply continued to focus on the weight in his mind.

      “Definitely a restriction,” he muttered at one point, as Torian had fallen into a daydream, or perhaps an actual dream, as he might have been sleeping with as long as Aldrich had been staring at him and sweeping some of his patterns through his mind. “The problem is that I don’t recognize it. Some barrier has settled over your connection though it is beyond my skill. As I try to work through this barrier and get close to understanding, it falls apart on me.” He shook his head. “Unusual.”

      “What happens if you can determine what it is?”

      “Why, then we remove it.”

      “Remove it?”

      Torian couldn’t even imagine what things would feel like if he didn’t have that restriction in his mind. If there was no weight, how much would he be able to draw, and how much would he be able to do?

      Would he even have to strain to use his power? Could he progress to mastery of the second tier and maybe even the third-tier patterns?

      What about going even further?

      The idea seemed too much.

      “You don’t want it removed?”

      “It would mean I don’t have to push against it every time that I try to form one of my patterns?” A pressure that a part of him felt was his penance to pay for not helping Leven.

      “You shouldn’t have to fight against a weight to reach for what is your birthright. That you have struggled with that is unfortunate. I suspect that without it, you would be…” He shook his head. “Well, I suspect you would have much potential. This kind of limitation is unusual, though. Especially for a valsahir. But the wolf did recognize you.”

      “Otherwise, you wouldn’t have thought I had that potential?”

      “I did not say that, either. I think that you would have considerable potential, but the challenge is in how you would use it.” He leaned forward, releasing the patterns that he had been sweeping through Torian, no longer pressing them against his mind as they had been so that Torian breathed out a relieved sigh. He hadn’t even known how much that had irritated his mind until it was gone. “You have been working against this restriction for a long time. I don’t know what would happen to you if you were to have it removed. Perhaps you would gain rapid mastery. That is my hope for you and the reason I need to continue to work with you. There is another possibility, though, and that is what worries me. I will work with you until I can’t do so any longer.”

      Torian tried to push against the weight in his mind, the way that he had been doing quite a bit lately, and looked up at Aldrich. The weight was still there, though as he pushed on it, he managed to secure a slight crack that rolled ever so slightly off to the side. Just enough that more of that power flowed through him and then out of him as well.

      “What worries you?”

      “You have a considerable connection to this power. If you gain access to all of it, there is the possibility that you might cause the power of the Saith—a full power—to explode through you, destroying your ability to use it, which, unfortunately, would also destroy you.”

      Torian licked his lips, his mouth suddenly dry. “So if I can remove this weight, I might be killed in the process?” If so, the Saith must have a cruel sense of humor.

      “I’m not saying that, but it is a possibility. That is why we must train so that you have mastery of it. Ideally, you will gain more and more control over it so that when you do eventually remove it altogether, you will have already prepared yourself for what you need to do so that you can use it effectively and become a true valsahir.” Aldrich leaned back, regarding him with a darkness in his eyes. “Now. Why don’t we begin again?”

      Torian could only nod. It wasn’t so much that he could have the restriction lifted, but if he had it lifted too soon, he might die?

      Maybe it just needs to stay in place.

      Which was a depressing realization.
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      MOVING THE STONE

      Despite learning that he might burn himself out, Torian didn’t want to stop training. The first night after talking to Aldrich, he had worried for a little bit about what it meant for him. Jakob remained quiet and distant, which kept Torian from having anybody to talk to. Even sleep had been difficult. Not only had he dreamt of pushing a boulder up a steep hill, but now anytime he managed to succeed, he saw a flash of light and felt a strange burning, even in his dreams.

      When he awoke that morning, he couldn’t tell if he’d been working against the weight inside of him while he was sleeping or not. Torian didn’t think that he had, but he also felt some of the steady burning through him that left him wondering if maybe he actually had been pushing on the weight.

      What would happen if he seared the pathways inside of him?

      He had felt something close to that once when he had let power burst through him, so he understood that there were dangers that he didn’t understand. But what would really happen?

      “You’ve been quiet,” Astrid said. She had joined him again and took a seat near him on the wagon.

      “Just thinking.”

      “Such things can be dangerous for men.”

      Men. For so long, Torian had struggled to be viewed as anything more than a child. He hadn’t even argued that he was almost of age in a while. And maybe he had become of age on this journey, though it was difficult to keep track of the days.

      “What’s really going on between you and Johan?”

      It wasn’t what Torian wanted to ask, but it came to mind, and he felt like he needed to know. The more that he got to know Astrid, the more curious he felt about everything else.

      “It’s nothing,” she said.

      Torian had hoped that she would elaborate, and when she didn’t, he nodded. Maybe he had been misreading things between the two of them.

      “I need to work on what Aldrich taught me,” he said.

      “I see.”

      “I will talk to you later.”

      She nodded, then crawled back to her wagon, taking a seat next to Johan.

      “That was not good,” Jakob said, poking his head up from below.

      “Leave me alone,” he said.

      The wagons continued their steady journey north. They had only changed course once Aldrich had joined them, which left Torian wondering if he was the reason that they had shifted course. When he’d asked Visthor about the direction they were heading that night, Visthor had demurred, claiming that he didn’t know and that it was Sylvia’s choice about where they traveled and not his.

      “No worries, Torian. We travel safe.”

      “I’m not worried,” he said, though there was a part of him that feared what it meant that they were making their way north. North meant Corsalt. That meant heading toward where he thought the Rusavian soldiers had headed. That meant danger. “I just wanted to know if you had any idea about where they were taking us.”

      Visthor looked toward the wagons. They were apart from the campfire, as they often were at night when they trained. Visthor had his Blade extended and at the ready, though he’d not done anything with it beyond that. “We go where Sylvia lead. She knows what we do.”

      It might be Torian’s imagination, but it seemed to him that the wagons had changed direction once Aldrich had arrived. Either that or they now took a much more direct approach to where they were going.

      “We practice,” Visthor said.

      He demonstrated several of the forms, waiting on Torian to follow them up with his own version. Tonight was easier than it had been the night before, with each time that he worked with Visthor getting progressively better.

      It was similar to how he’d progressed when first learning the primary patterns, but this was different in that it was a physical aspect, something that Torian was traditionally not that skilled with. He had been able to use the forms, and he had created the whistling, but that was it.

      “What if I were to try to add other elements to it?” he asked, looking over to Visthor. “When I was running from the shurrel, I used some of my own power and pushed it through so that the Blade seemed to glow while it whistled.”

      Visthor stopped, settling his Blade under the ground while looking up at him. “Don’t know. I don’t have experience with that. Your power is different than what I do with Blade.”

      “It just seems that they are somehow related, it’s just…” Torian wasn’t even sure what it was, only that there was some part of it that felt a little different. “What if I try that now?”

      “No,” Visthor said. “First master form. Then you add to it. You not master yet. Do not rush.”

      They worked together for a while longer. Torian was tempted to use the Blade the way that he had against the shurrel but also didn’t want to upset him. So he had avoided doing that during their sparring.

      When Aldrich came by, he took a seat across from Torian and looked at him. “We are going to work on control tonight.”

      “Because you’re afraid I’m going to burn out my power?”

      “That is part of it, but I also fear that you might draw their attention, and that is just as bad an outcome.”

      Visthor looked over to him, as if he were trying to pay attention to the lessons that Aldrich gave him, but he didn’t say anything. He joined the rest of the camp, leaving Torian and Aldrich alone.

      “You’ve talked about pushing on this weight.”

      “I have,” Torian said.

      “And this weight feels as if it is something you must shove aside. Either that, or you must lift it. Have I described it as well as you would?”

      “That’s basically what I experience,” he said. “But it was only since traveling with Sylvia that I started to think that there might be a way of pushing the weight off to the side rather than trying to lift it. In the past, that was the only way that I was able to get power.”

      “Inefficient,” he muttered.

      “Well, I’m sorry, but that is how I did it,” he said.

      “I’m not blaming you. I’m just saying that it strikes me as inefficient. There are probably other ways that would be much easier to control.”

      “Such as pushing it off to the side.”

      “That would be one,” he said. “I’m hopeful that will be all that we need, as it would be nice for you to have a way of drawing on this energy without needing to work so hard to get to it. And if it is simply a matter of sliding it to the side, that would be progress, I imagine.”

      “There’s nothing simple about it,” Torian said. “When I push it to the side, that still takes effort. It is heavy and difficult and sometimes it threatens to roll back on me.”

      Aldrich nodded. “You said that you have a crack in the power?”

      “Somewhat,” he admitted.

      “Then we will use that. I’d like you to focus on your most familiar pattern. Rather than directing power externally, I would like you to direct it internally. I don’t want you to push on this weight with your own strength. I want you to use one of your own patterns. Do you understand?”

      “How advanced of a pattern?”

      “An excellent question. I think that we should focus on one that you have mastery of, along with one that won’t be too powerful.”

      “So a primary pattern?”

      “You have mastery of the primary patterns?”

      Before leaving Sarot, Torian would have immediately said yes, but after having worked with Sylvia, he was no longer sure that he had true mastery of the primary patterns. Still, he nodded.

      “I will be here in case you need help.”

      He formed the lantern beam pattern, as that was one that he was most familiar with, having used it from the very first days after entering school. It was the most basic of the primary patterns, which was easy for him to hold. Sylvia had criticized his technique, so he had made some modifications to it, and those modifications had allowed him even better control over this primary pattern than before.

      Torian attempted the primary lantern beam pattern and then tried to draw it internally when he began to feel pain. He cried out before cutting off and flushing.

      Aldrich leaned forward, pressing his hands on Torian’s wrists and shaking his head. “You have never drawn power like this. You must continue to focus. There is nothing dangerous to this.”

      “It’s burning. You warned me I shouldn’t burn my pathways.”

      “I warned that you shouldn’t push so much through yourself that you burn them off, but that is not what you are doing. You must continue to draw this through you.”

      Torian inhaled deeply, and then he pulled on that power, letting energy flow along his pathways in the opposite direction of what he would normally do. The weight was the target of his focus at this point, but he couldn’t concentrate energy as he normally would.

      He looked over to Aldrich, shaking his head. “It didn’t work.”

      “That attempt did not work. There are others.”

      “You want me to try a different primary pattern?”

      “Was the one you attempted the most effective? I have seen what you have done, Torian, so strength is not the issue. It is technique. If we can keep this weight open and give you another technique to use to force it open even more, you should be able to draw more power than you have before. It will require balance on your part and an attempt to understand how much to push without removing too much of the restriction, but this is one way you may gain control over your potential.”

      Torian turned his attention back inward again as he thought about what he might be able to do. Maybe he could try the stacked stone pattern. The weight had always felt like stone to him, so maybe there was some similar technique that would help him.

      He once again concentrated on the stacked stone pattern and thought about how he had used that in the past, and rather than concentrating it in his fingertips, he began to withdraw it through his pathways, focusing it on the weight inside of him. That weight grew easier to concentrate upon, and the pathways didn’t burn as they had the last time. They still irritated him, but the pain was not there.

      Focusing on the weight inside of him, he felt that power concentrate, and then he tried to use the stacked stone.

      A bit of trembling came. It was more than what he had had when he had used the lantern beam, so at least there was some response, but it was not what he had hoped for.

      He tried concentrating again, shifting more power, using a first-tier pattern, and sent that working inwardly along his pathways toward the weight inside of him. When he pushed, the trembling persisted but it didn’t roll off to the side. It didn’t do anything other than tremble.

      “I don’t think that is going to work, either.”

      “What did you attempt?”

      “The stacked stone,” Torian said.

      “I imagine because this feels as if it is something physical.”

      “That’s right.”

      “I don’t believe this is an actual physical stone inside of you, regardless of how it might feel. It is more likely to be some magical barrier, whether placed externally or perhaps placed by you to protect yourself.”

      “What?”

      “Well, I have considered the possibility that it was something that another layered upon your mind, as that is certainly one answer, but it is not the only answer. There’s also the possibility that you placed this upon yourself as a means of protecting your mind as you began to come into power.”

      “I’ve always felt it,” Torian said.

      “Even when you first started training?”

      “That was the very first time I felt it. I wasn’t aware of it before then. I wasn’t aware of any power before then.”

      And had he not gone to the school to begin to train with this power, Torian may never have learned about that potential nor about his own resistance to it.

      “You must keep practicing. When you master this aspect, then we can begin another.”

      “How long are you staying with the caravan?”

      Aldrich watched him for a moment.

      “I only ask because you left the last time.”

      “I brought you where you could find safety. At least, that is what I thought. I had not realized they had pushed so deep into these lands.”

      “Not all of them.”

      “No. Perhaps just Tamish.”

      “He slaughtered everybody in my town. He destroyed the entire town. Gods, they even destroyed the temple outside of Sarot, even though it was destroyed during the war.”

      “What was that?”

      “An old temple. Why?”

      Aldrich sat up, shifting his weight from side to side. “Could he have found it? No. Something like that would need to be triggered by one of the valsahir. The others were buried. They shouldn’t be accessible.”

      “The others?”

      “I have been trying to understand why Tamish pressed this deep into your land. I have not been able to discover that reason. But if he found an ancient power…”

      “You said that it needed to be triggered by valsahir?” Torian asked, thinking about the strange pillar that he and Jensen had found. That had not mattered, had it? But then… The attack had come shortly after. What if they were responsible for it?

      Not them. Torian.

      “There were certain aspects of those ancient structures that had to be triggered by one of the valsahir. They could not be accessed otherwise.”

      “Would Tamish have been able to do it?”

      “He is powerful.”

      Which Torian took as meaning that Tamish was valsahir, though it didn’t seem as if Aldrich wanted to make that claim. “What would’ve happened if I were to have triggered it?” Aldrich watched him, and Torian licked his lips. “I found something in the old temple before the attack came. I didn’t do anything with it.”

      “Did you touch it?”

      “I might have.”

      “A signal,” Aldrich said. “You would have triggered a signal. And Tamish would have found it. That must be what he is after.”

      He got up, and hurried away, leaving Torian wondering what he might have started.
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      A FRIEND’S REQUEST

      The next few days were much the same, though it did seem as if they were gradually changing course. Visthor would pull him aside at the end of the day, work with him on the Blade, and Torian had gradually improved his forms to the point that Visthor started revealing a more complicated form to him. This form involved more movement of his feet and precise positioning of his arms. If he were to shrink it down, Torian would think it similar to the kind of patterns used for some of the stacked stone techniques. Eventually, he wanted to test using the sword as a focus while holding onto a pattern, but that would have to come later.

      Aldrich had asked him to focus inwardly each night, with no other lessons besides that. Torian had made very little progress using his patterns to shift the weight inside of him, which bothered him as he had started to feel hopeful that he might make some progress with Aldrich available to teach. It had started to feel like he had stagnated and would not be given an opportunity to continue to progress.

      The wagons continued their steady movement, though they had finally reached an open section of road where they could move more rapidly. The forest here was familiar, but only because the kinds of trees that grew were familiar to him.

      Jakob had been quiet.

      They were heading toward safety. That should reassure him. Once they reached that place where they didn’t have to fear additional attack or Tamish, Torian could learn whether he had the necessary potential to truly become one of the valsahir. And if not?

      The change of direction surprised him, though. It felt as if they were heading more easterly, not quite as directly north as they had been before. Torian wondered why. He didn’t get those answers, though.

      That left Torian to talk to the others.

      “She’s moving us faster now than she usually does,” Invat said.

      Torian didn’t spend a lot of time talking to the other man, but when he spoke, Torian listened.

      “Why do you think that is?”

      “She’s gotten word about something. She’s not telling.”

      “Careful,” Charlek said. “You know how she feels about gossip.”

      “It’s not gossip if it’s true.”

      “It’s still gossip.”

      “There is nothing to worry about,” Visthor said. “She no like openness. For good reason. That’s how she lost her family. No cover.”

      “What family did she lose?”

      “All,” Visthor said. “Like you.”

      They were working through a basic form, the Blade now outstretched and whistling as they practiced. Torian managed to coax the Blade into a steady whistling most of the time now, and as he did, he felt as if he could use the Blade closer to the way that Visthor did, if not with the other man’s measure of skill.

      They were patterns. Regardless of what Visthor wanted to call what he taught him, Torian learned patterns from Visthor. He continued to feel that there were aspects of his sahir abilities that he could use to help him augment what he did.

      “There has to be something else.”

      Visthor paused, blocking the whistling strike that Torian tried to send his way. Not only did they continue to demonstrate the forms, but they had started sparring. From what Torian could tell, this was a basic technique. There wasn’t anything he could do to actually pose any sort of a danger to Visthor, but the idea of swinging the Blade at another still bothered him.

      It shouldn’t, as this was Visthor’s idea and his way of training, but he often thought back to how the soldiers had attacked the people from his town. They had not cared that they killed.

      “It is no matter,” Visthor said.

      Torian arched a brow at him, and he brought the Blade down in another sharp strike toward Visthor. “If it doesn’t matter, then share with me. I just feel like I should know what’s happening within the camp as we are a part of all of it now, aren’t we?”

      That gave Visthor pause. He let out a heavy sigh and then glanced over to the wagons. The firelight was dim tonight, almost as if Sylvia feared letting it grow too large. The others sitting at the campfire were quiet, and Aldrich had gone off to wander, something that he had been doing more often lately.

      “We risk much with our journey,” he said.

      “What do you risk?”

      For the first time, Torian felt as if he might be getting close to answers about what Sylvia did. She couldn’t have just been traveling for entertainment, the way that Visthor liked to claim, though perhaps there was an aspect of that which they did. There was something else.

      “I not talk about it,” he said. He nodded to Torian. “Lift Blade. We spar.”

      Torian shook his head, and he set to work with Visthor again. When he and Visthor were done for the evening, he looked around for Aldrich. It was the usual process. First, one man tired his body, and then another tired his mind, along with his magical sense.

      There was no sign of him.

      Torian went back to the campfire, where Visthor frowned at him, looking with a bit of concern at Torian, though he stayed with the others and ate. Torian took a seat on the stool just at the rim of the campfire, near Jakob.

      “What is it now?” Torian asked, looking over to Jakob.

      “It’s nothing.”

      He had seen that expression from his friend before, and he smiled. “Now I have to know.”

      Jakob glanced over to Visthor, then to Torian, and finally down at his hands. “I don’t know why he’s teaching you. Seems like he could be teaching anybody, and he chose you? You’ve already had lessons from Sylvia and Aldrich and have access to power I will never have.”

      Torian almost laughed, but he could tell from Jakob’s expression that it wouldn’t go over so well. “You’re upset I’m learning how to use the Blade? I bet Visthor would teach you as well.”

      Jakob hesitated, finally looking up. “He would?”

      “He did tell me that only certain people have the potential with the Blade, but that doesn’t mean you can’t try.”

      “Do you think I could?”

      “I don’t know. What’s the worst that could happen?” Torian offered a bit of a smile, and the comment did elicit a reaction from Jakob.

      “I bet I could learn how to master it faster than you.”

      “I hope so,” Torian said.

      Jakob leaned back, looking over to the dancing campfire. “Is it hard?”

      “Well, the actual forms aren’t. That’s what Visthor calls them. They’re not that dissimilar to the patterns I learned at school, only on a different scale. It’s a full-body pattern that involves the Blade at the end of it. There is something about the precision that is required that is a bit more difficult than I would have expected, but I am starting to get it.”

      “They probably don’t even have any Blades to spare.”

      “Actually, we collected a half dozen or more. I don’t know what happened to the Blades Visthor collected, but there should be at least one to spare.”

      Jakob sat up, resting his elbows on his knees. “Would you… would you talk to him with me?”

      Torian was tired, but since he didn’t have Aldrich to work with right now, he figured that it only made sense that he helped his friend.

      Visthor looked up as they approached. “You want more spar?”

      “It’s Jakob. He’d like to learn the Blade.”

      Visthor didn’t look up from taking a bite. “No.”

      Torian frowned. “You were willing to teach me.”

      “Because you ask.”

      Torian smiled to himself as he turned away, curious how Jakob might react.

      Jakob started to turn, disappointment on his face, when he spun back to Visthor. “Why won’t you teach me? Is it because I’m not part of your little entertainment troop? Or is it because I’m not sahir?”

      Visthor set his bowl down and stood, drawing himself up to his full height. He looked down at Jakob, and then he started to laugh. “There. Good. Now we teach.”

      He went over to one of the wagons, flipped open a door, and rummaged around until he brought out a Blade that he tossed to Jakob. Jakob caught it and stared at it for a long moment.

      “Talk to Torian. He teach.”

      “You won’t teach?”

      “Not tonight. I teach tomorrow.”

      Once they were free of the campfire, Torian held out the hilt of the Blade and motioned to it. “There are two parts of the Blade,” he said, repeating what Visthor had said to him during one of the earliest training sessions. “First, there’s the aspect of the hilt that’s stable. There are markings buried in it, runic markings, I suspect, that create power, but you must trigger it. You twist the end and activate the Blade.” Torian demonstrated what he did, twisting the end of the Blade in a practiced movement, and the blade extended. It didn’t glow, not unless Torian were to add some of his own pattern through it, but…

      Why couldn’t it?

      He wasn’t working with Visthor now, and he needed Jakob to see what he was doing. It was a simple thing for him to add part of the primary pattern light beam into it. As he did, the Blade started to glow.

      “What are you doing? That doesn’t look like what I’ve seen before.”

      “What do you mean you’ve seen?”

      “I might’ve been watching the two of you working.”

      Given how Jakob felt, Torian shouldn’t be surprised that he had been watching. “I added a bit of the primary pattern lantern beam so that you could see the blade.”

      “You can do that?”

      “I think that’s how I escaped the shurrel. I added more than just the primary pattern, but I focused it on the Blade.”

      He positioned his feet the way that Visthor had shown him the very first time that he had started to work with him and then shifted his hands along the hilt of the Blade, gripping it lightly. “You don’t have to squeeze it. Visthor has described how I squeezed the Blade in quite colorful language, and I’m not going to do that, but you have to hold it lightly.”

      “Like this?”

      He held onto the Blade in a loose grip, and Torian nodded.

      “This is one of the very earliest forms that Visthor taught. It’s a basic form. Or what I learned about in school as a primary pattern. You bring your arms up and then down in a single fluid movement. You have to get this mastered before we can move on to the next. All you need is for the blade to whistle —“

      Jakob re-created the form, and the blade whistled immediately.

      “Beginner’s luck,” Torian muttered.

      “I told you I’d be able to do this better than you.”

      The comment irritated him, though it probably shouldn’t have.

      “We will try that one a few more times, and then we’ll move on to the next form.”

      They practiced for a while, Jakob moving quickly through some of the early forms to the point where Torian thought that he might actually master all of them in one evening before Jakob met a form he couldn’t quite get. That relieved Torian, as he’d started to wonder if maybe there was something about him that couldn’t handle different forms. Maybe the restriction that prevented him from reaching his own internal power also prevented him from reaching the patterns that he needed to master the Blade.

      But that didn’t seem to be the case. It was just that the first few were straightforward, and it seemed as if Jakob didn’t have any preconceived notions about forms and patterns he had to overcome. By the time they reached the fourth form Torian had demonstrated, Jakob had a hard time keeping it straight.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “You are already doing better than I did. Maybe you just need to stay and practice. This is probably enough for tonight anyway.”

      “You don’t want to show me anymore?”

      “Well, if Visthor is right, you need to progress through these in a series. You master one, and the others build on it. And I do think he’s right about that. It does seem to be easier the more that I learn the basics.” It wasn’t only that, but it was true enough. Part of it was that Jakob needed an opportunity to practice what he had already demonstrated to his friend, and he needed to master the techniques well enough that he could perform them with ease. “Just keep practicing.”

      Torian stepped off to the side and listened as Jakob continued through the series of forms that Torian had demonstrated, the steady whistle coming from him with each strike that he made. There was a benefit in Jakob learning the Blade, and he suspected Visthor knew that. The more people who could fight, the safer the wagon caravan would be.

      They traveled slowly the next few days, with both Torian and Jakob working with Visthor, improving rapidly. Torian had mostly moved past any jealousy he had at his friend improving so rapidly. It wouldn’t be long before Jakob was better than him.

      After a more even-sided spar than usual, he stepped away from Jakob and Visthor and headed toward the trees nearest the wagons when he saw a shadowy form limping toward them.

      Torian immediately focused on the lantern beam pattern, using a first-tier pattern and drawing power through the pathways inside him to focus that light. The shadowy form turned out to be Aldrich stumbling toward them. His face was bloodied, and he was leaning on a walking stick that he had fashioned out of a felled log, and he still bled.

      Torian raced over to him. “What happened?”

      “Too close,” he muttered.

      “What’s too close?”

      Aldrich sank to the ground.

      Torian hurriedly lifted him. Aldrich was heavier than he would’ve expected, but Torian heaved him to his feet and dragged him toward the firelight. The others were there, making jokes, and as soon as Torian brought Aldrich into the campfire light, the laughter died off.

      “Get Sylvia!” Visthor shouted.

      Torian didn’t see who ran off, but somebody did.

      He settled Aldrich to the ground. Visthor crouched down next to him, tracing his hands along his arms, his chest, his legs, probing with a practiced movement. That was not what he would expect of Visthor, but it seemed as if the large man was some sort of a healer, as well.

      “He live,” Visthor said.

      “What happened to him?”

      “Don’t know. Wolves no talk.”

      It had been relatively quiet, but Torian wouldn’t have expected that the wolves would’ve fallen silent around them, as the wolves had continually howled during their journey, something that had taken some time for him to get accustomed to. They spoke, essentially. And because of that, they helped guide the wagons, alerting whether a path was clear or not.

      “Can you ask them again?”

      “I asked. They no talk.”

      Torian looked at Aldrich, but then Sylvia came, locked eyes with Visthor, and motioned. “Bring him to my wagon.”
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      A FIGHT IN THE DARKNESS

      Torian thought he might be permitted to enter Sylvia’s wagon with the others, but she had waved him away, and Visthor had given him a disappointed shrug as if to tell him that there wasn’t anything that he could do but send Torian away. So he headed to the edge of the campfire, ignoring Invat telling him that he should sit with them and talk, as he focused on the stacked stone pattern.

      “I feel I haven’t been completely honest with you,” Astrid said, coming to join Torian.

      He looked over. “About what?”

      “About me. Us. We escaped our home. We ran from the danger that’s there.”

      “It sounds like everybody in this caravan has run from the danger that they knew,” Torian said.

      “We were different. We could have… it doesn’t matter. But we could have done something different.” She looked down at her hands. “I made Johan come with me. I made him run. We left everyone behind when—”

      He took her hands, and she didn’t resist. “You survived.”

      “We might’ve been able to do something to help them,” she said.

      “If what you encountered was anything like what I did, I doubt that running was the wrong answer. You did what you needed to.”

      “I don’t want to learn to be a sahir or valsahir to fight. I want to keep what happened from… and I don’t want to hurt anymore.”

      Torian understood that feeling. He’d felt that way himself. And maybe he could help her. “Let me show you a few different techniques that I like. I have an affinity for light and earth, so those seem to work best for me. What works best for you?”

      “Dark,” she said quickly.

      That was a rarer affinity. “Well, maybe that’s why I haven’t been able to help you so much. I don’t have much of a connection to darkness. But I will do my best. There are a few different early tier patterns with the shadows that I could work with you on. Shadow summon and shadow dispel are fairly straightforward, and I might know them well enough to help you. I doubt that I can concentrate shadow very well. That’s a third-tier pattern and not one that I have really mastered.”

      They stood at the edge of the tree line, and Torian demonstrated patterns for a little while. While she practiced, he focused on earth.

      Torian had not attempted to use that pattern since Aldrich had been working with him but now seemed like a good time. He accessed his sahir power quickly and shifted into the second-tier pattern to probe outward and beyond the campsite. As he did, it felt as if there were hidden channels in the earth of a pattern already there.

      And Torian realized the source of those channels.

      Aldrich.

      He traced outward. He didn’t have to trace very far until he came across a series of runic markers that blocked him from going any further. Those markers stretched into the distance but were closer than he would have expected. Had he not used the stacked stone pattern, Torian might not have even been aware of them, though they were potent markers that were designed to limit anyone from using something like the technique that he now used.

      Torian probed with the stacked stone pattern, though the first-tier pattern wasn’t strong enough. What he needed was to draw on the second tier—or better yet, move on to the third tier.

      He might not have enough power to stretch beyond the first tier, though.

      There was a way he could try, though. Perhaps not with Aldrich’s method, but using the technique that he had used before. He heaved.

      A surge of potent energy opened for him. Torian hesitated to use it, not wanting to pour out too much and risk damaging his pathways, but he was already focused on the first-tier stacked stone pattern, and shifting to a higher tier was relatively straightforward. Power washed away—and into the ground along the direction Aldrich provided.

      "I think you should head back to the camp,” Sylvia said to Astrid.

      She glanced at Torian a moment, then nodded.

      “We were just practicing,” he said.

      “As you should. What do you feel?"

      Torian nearly jumped out of his boots as he spun around, though he made a conscious effort not to lose his hold on his connection. Sylvia was there, wearing a heavy cloak, the hood pulled down and revealing her dark hair.

      “Probably the same as what you could feel if you were to use the same pattern,” he said. “There are runic markers up ahead. They’re like what Aldrich showed me around that other town when he rejoined us, but those felt different. Maybe deeper.”

      “They would be older, so that would be a good way to describe them. Deeper. What you likely detect now are newer. They’re meant to deflect.”

      “Why?”

      “There must be something up ahead that Rusav doesn’t want us to find.”

      “Is that why we changed directions?”

      She looked at him for a moment. “Partly. Aldrich worries that there is something significant taking place.”

      “The thing that Tamish is after.”

      “He told you?”

      “He talked about it a little bit. He didn’t say what he was truly concerned about.”

      “Let’s just say that we hope he is not right.”

      She pressed her hands together and began to let a soft trembling wash outward from her. The ground just around her feet rippled before that faded and retreated, no longer visible. Torian could feel what she did, as it seemed to him that she used the same channels in the ground that he had used.

      “Aldrich left a path for us to take,” she murmured. “I wonder how much he knew.”

      “Is he…”

      “Alive. Injured, but alive.”

      Torian nodded. The kind of power that it would have taken to injure someone like Aldrich must have been incredible, but he didn’t want to ask her about that until he had a better sense of what they were dealing with here.

      “It’s closer than I would have expected,” Sylvia said. She withdrew slightly, the ground still trembling around her. “I thought that we were more careful than this, but apparently, they’ve learned to hide their presence in ways that we can’t detect. Aldrich’s injury is proof of that.”

      “What are they doing there?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Should we look?”

      It sounded foolish the moment that the question left his lips, as what he asked was whether they should risk themselves against Rusav, but it wasn’t that Torian was helpless.

      “I think that we must. The wagons would need to skirt around this, which will be difficult in these lands, or we must go back. I don’t think we can do that because of what follows.”

      That was the first time that Torian had heard that anything followed them. He had known that there was the danger of Rusav around them, but he’d not known anything pursued them.

      “What do we have to fear?”

      “You? Nothing. We have made sure that there is nothing for those who travel with us to fear. You are perfectly safe within the wagons.”

      “But there’s something of danger,” Torian said.

      Sylvia sighed heavily. “There is always danger. Especially these days. We have tried to stay ahead of it. I suppose that you have noticed the change in how we have been traveling?”

      “I’ve noticed that we have been going faster. I thought that we were nearing our destination. All of this is about Tamish?”

      “All of this is about stopping a draw for power. Saving the valsahir. That is our purpose, and one that we have willingly taken on. If Aldrich has uncovered something else, then perhaps we need to find out what it is so that we can prevent them from succeeding.”

      Torian looked back toward the wagons, toward Sylvia’s wagon in particular, where Aldrich was lying injured. Until he recovered, Torian wasn’t sure that he would learn anything about why Aldrich had come through here, though he suspected it had to do with Rusav.

      “Are you ready?”

      “Just the two of us?”

      “No.” She whistled softly, and a pair of wolves came out of the darkness, followed by Visthor’s massive form. “The others have instructions to leave in the morning if we have not returned.”

      “You would just leave them?”

      Torian didn’t like the idea of leaving Astrid behind. Or Jakob, for that matter.

      “No,” she said. “But I am optimistic that Aldrich will have recovered enough in the morning that he will be of help to those who remain. It is necessary, if not ideal. What I propose is for us to explore what is up ahead. This is not an attack. If we find evidence of Rusav, we scout, find a way around it, and then move on. Do you understand?”

      Torian nodded.

      They set off. Torian didn’t need for Sylvia to lead him, as he could feel the pathway through the forest. They traveled the same path that he suspected that Aldrich had taken back to the wagons, the same path that he left trailing through the ground as if to guide them toward runic markers up ahead. He looked to Visthor, who would occasionally reach to the ground and sniff at the air, before patting one of the wolves that prowled over to him, and then he got back up, nodding to Sylvia.

      “How do you talk to the wolves?” Torian asked.

      “How do you breathe?”

      “I just breathe.”

      “I just talk,” Visthor said.

      “Can somebody else learn?”

      “Don’t know.”

      If it would be possible for somebody else to learn to talk to the wolves, Torian thought that would be useful. Maybe as useful as learning how to connect to the Blade.

      “Would you try to teach me?”

      Visthor eyed him for a moment. “Why you want to speak to them?”

      Torian considered his answer for a moment. “I would like to have a similar connection to the wolves that you have. At least, to the wolf that helped me.”

      “Wolf must choose. Still watching. Not ready to choose.”

      Torian frowned. “The wolf has to decide if it wants to have some connection to me?”

      “Wolf must choose. If it choose, then you speak.”

      “So you think I can?”

      “Perhaps,” Visthor said. “If you are valsahir.”

      “But you aren’t valsahir.”

      “No. I am Visthor.” He grinned as he said it as if he had made some grand joke.

      “Quiet,” Sylvia whispered. She motioned ahead of her, and Torian was distinctly aware that there was something up there.

      Visthor watched him for a moment, then turned away.

      He shifted his focus to the stacked stone pattern and began to probe. As he did, he felt the energy around him. There was a familiarity to it. Torian had detected something like this before, and it wasn’t even that long ago.

      “Shurrel,” he whispered.

      “Are you sure?” Sylvia asked.

      “I know what they feel like,” he said.

      Worse, the only way to deal with the shurrel that he knew of was to use the lantern beam pattern. Doing so would reveal their presence in the forest. And it might even explain what had happened to Aldrich. If the shurrel had attacked him, that could be how he had been as injured as he had. Aldrich would normally have power to withstand most attacks, but maybe he wouldn’t have the necessary strength to withstand a magical attack such as the shurrel were capable of doing, essentially chewing through his power.

      “It is strange that there are so many of these creatures here. Perhaps Aldrich was right. Perhaps they are circling power, drawn by it.” She shook her head.

      Another shadow loomed behind them, and Torian reacted.

      He flicked the end of his Blade, and he shifted to his primary patterns. He used the lantern beam through the Blade, causing the extruded Blade to begin to glow. It pushed back some of the shadows, revealing something enormous. It looked larger than a man, though it was standing on two legs and probably twice as wide as Visthor. It had a massive head and claws on two enormous arms that reared up, sweeping toward them.

      Visthor darted forward before Torian had a chance to even react.

      His Blade was a blur.

      It whistled. Torian thought that was probably a danger as well, because the whistling of the Blade could draw attention to them. He switched to a different first-tier pattern, drawing on the wind, and creating a buffer around them that might’ve been able to draw away the whistling. He didn’t know if it would somehow restrict what Visthor was doing, but it didn’t seem to slow the man down, and it didn’t seem to affect how he targeted this monster.

      The creature roared.

      “What is it?”

      “A duba.”

      “I’ve never even heard of that before.”

      “You have already seen a soul sucker and the shurrel, so it’s not entirely surprising that this would be here. I begin to think they’re drawn here by whatever Tamish chases. Tainted power. That is what this is.”

      Sylvia had never struck him as particularly faithful to the Saith, but her comments suggested that she was. Maybe that was how she was calmer than Torian felt. She had not used any of her patterns, nor did she extrude any power, which Torian thought might be a mistake. Visthor continued to fight with the duba, sweeping his Blade through the creature’s arm, but not all the way. Torian didn’t know if it was because he had somehow changed the Blade of Wind’s power by using the first-tier wind pattern or whether the creature was just that tough.

      Whatever the answer, Visthor struggled with the creature.

      Torian slipped forward, holding a first-tier lantern beam that he focused on his Blade, which caused it to glow.

      The monster turned toward him.

      Visthor attacked.

      He drove his Blade into the monster’s back. The monster spun, sweeping one of its enormous paws at Visthor, who dove out of the way at the last moment. Two wolves darted in, snarling and jumping onto the creature’s back, but the duba shook those wolves free with little more effort than Torian would take to flick a spider off his skin.

      Then the creature reared up, turning toward him.

      Without meaning to, he flashed unfocused power into the Blade.

      This was not formed in a pattern. This was more like what he had done when he had tried to escape when Aldrich held him and what he had done when he had been trapped by the soldiers. It was unfocused—though it did have a focus, as Torian pushed energy into the Blade itself. It didn’t blaze, though he could feel it buzzing in his palms.

      When the monster reared up, Torian drove forward. There was no form, no pattern, nothing other than power. And the creature roared again.

      Torian staggered back.

      Visthor looked over. “Stupid,” he said.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what else to do.”

      “Thank you. But stupid.”

      The creature staggered away, leaving them in the clearing.

      Visthor still held on to the Blade, with the end of it extended, turning in place. Torian released his Blade and shifted to a stacked stone second-tier pattern, as he now had even more power inside of him than he had intended, and he needed to release some of it. Fear had forced him to draw on more power than he had intended. As he probed, he found the shurrel had run off.

      “Well, if nothing else, that monster scared away the shurrel.”

      “What you think?” Visthor asked Sylvia.

      “We need to know what’s up ahead,” she said.

      “Careful,” Visthor said.

      They followed the pathway Aldrich had left, weaving through the forest. Torian maintained his connection through the stacked stone pattern, testing whether there was anything up ahead, including any different monsters, but came up with nothing.

      They slowed as they neared the runic markers. Sylvia motioned for them to get behind the trunk of a tree, with Visthor taking one massive tree to hide behind, and Torian staying with Sylvia. The wolves prowled off into the darkness, sliding in the shadows with skill that Torian couldn’t even fathom. Then he looked ahead. He didn’t need to worry about light as something glowed softly. There was the steady sound of hammering.

      “What is this?” Torian whispered to Sylvia.

      “Some sort of mining,” she said.

      “What kind of—”

      Torian didn’t finish. A person appeared in the darkness, but that wasn’t what cut him off. By itself, he might have trailed off at seeing somebody suddenly appear, but it was the fact that he knew this person.

      It was Willa.

      Which meant that the sahir from Sarot were here.

    

  







            Chapter 43

          

        

      

    

    




      THE PRICE OF CAPTIVITY

      Torian could scarcely move. The runic markers blocked access to anything else, but Torian was tempted to push through them if he could. And with enough power, he thought that he might be able to push through those runic markers and shatter them so that he could detect…

      Sylvia’s hand on his arm caught his attention, and Torian looked over to her.

      “You know her?”

      “She’s from my town,” he said softly. “A sahir.”

      “They bring sahir to a work farm?” she asked.

      “What?”

      “That is what Rusav do. They take and use men for work. This would be a farm. But I don’t know why they would use sahir. Usually, they use others.”

      “They killed the others,” Torian said. “And if Willa is here, it might mean my sister.” And Jensen. Dary. Eliza. Others. Could Torian save them? “I need to get to them.”

      “It’s too dangerous,” she said. “Let’s walk the perimeter here and see what we can find. Perhaps there is something that we might be able to do.”

      Torian didn’t need for her to tell him that she didn’t think there would be much that could be done, as he could hear it in her voice. Depending upon what Rusav was doing here, there may not be anything that could be done for the sahir unless they could overwhelm the captors.

      But if his sister was here, Torian could not stand back and do nothing. There was something about all of this that felt familiar, though Torian wasn’t sure why it did, nor did he know if there was any reason that this place seemed that familiar to him.

      She motioned to Visthor, who slipped across and joined them. “We need to check the perimeter.”

      “Dangerous,” Visthor said.

      “I know, but we are going to do it anyway.”

      Visthor glanced over to Torian, and then he nodded. “I have wolves look.”

      “That may not be enough,” she said. “We need to test whatever protections they have placed here. The only way to do that is to go in a straight line. Have the wolves look and make sure that it’s safe for us to walk around here, and then stay with us. We need your Blade.”

      Visthor nodded. He let out a soft whistle, little more than a sigh of wind, but the wolves started off as if they knew exactly what Visthor asked of them. Torian turned his attention to the camp, staring through the darkness as he tried to understand what he was seeing and failing. He couldn’t help but think that this was fortuitous. And maybe this was what Aldrich had been after.

      “It’s safe,” Visthor said, pointing to the east.

      Sylvia slipped forward, with Torian following. Visthor stayed at their side, his Blade extended. Torian had not withdrawn his Blade, as he would much rather use the power inside of them if necessary, and partly because he thought that he might make a mess of things if he were to use the Blade. It was difficult to resist the urge to push some of the power into the Blade, and that might draw attention to them—something he very much did not want to do.

      They reached another tree, and Sylvia crouched down, crawling toward a boulder up ahead. She motioned for Torian to follow, who did, with Visthor staying behind him. Torian didn’t think that Visthor would be able to stay hidden all that well, but the large man did a better job than Torian would’ve expected.

      Torian slipped along the outside of it and began to probe with the second-tier earth technique. It was easier here. He could focus directly along the runic markers. He didn’t have to worry about a distance that separated them. But at the same time, there was a bit of a challenge in that he didn’t want to disrupt the runic markers in a way that something or someone would know that they were there and testing them. So he had to probe carefully. That was not Torian’s specialty.

      “I don’t know how to do it without making them aware that we are here.”

      “Then let me,” Sylvia said.

      She began to push, and there was a faint trembling of the ground around them, though it wasn’t very strong. He was glad that she was the one doing it, as he knew that he would probably push with a bit more strength than she did and likely disrupt things in ways that she did not. She stretched first to the east, then to the west, and paused periodically. When she did, she would tilt her head back, and frown momentarily. Finally, she would move on.

      When she was done, she released her hold. “These are skillfully made. More complicated than I could deal with. Aldrich probably could but maybe not. It’s possible that he came here and tested these and found that they were beyond even him.”

      Torian leaned back, looking toward the camp of his townsfolk. He’d only seen one that he recognized, but against the quiet backdrop of night, the sound of other voices drifted toward him, and he knew that there was more than one person.

      “Let’s keep moving,” he said more forcefully than he intended. Were it not for the two of them, Torian might not have made it to even reach this place as it was possible that the shurrel or the duba might be more than he would have been able to withstand without drawing the attention of the soldiers that had to be here to him.

      “I understand how you feel,” she said softly. “You aren’t the only one who has suffered because of them.”

      Torian swallowed, trying not to say anything more that would only upset her as he didn’t want to do that. “Can we look?”

      “I go with him,” Visthor said.

      “We’re all going to go,” she said. “I want him to know what he might encounter. And it’s not going to be what you hope for.”

      Torian wasn’t sure what it was that he hoped for at this point. Save the sahir? His sister? The other students?

      Who was he to think he could succeed where Willa had failed?

      Maybe no one, but he’d stopped the soldiers once. He could do it again. He wasn’t as helpless as he’d been when they’d first been attacked.

      They set off. Now Visthor took the lead, waving for them to follow as they used the trees for cover. The clearing gradually revealed itself to them as they moved around it; whatever trees that had once been here razed and opened up to show a large rocky section of ground. A massive pit had been dug at the center. There were others visible now. Torian recognized a few of them. Dary looked dazed, with dirt staining his cheeks. Desiree had on a tattered and dirtied shirt. There were a few others that he didn’t know.

      There was no sign of his sister.

      “Do you know them all?” Sylvia asked.

      “I know some of them,” he said. “Not all.” But if there were some sahir students, the others might be as well.

      “Where did you say your town was?”

      “Sarot.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know it, but then I don’t know many of the towns found throughout Navarin. Only some of the larger cities. Now we’re getting close to another. I don’t know what your people call it. It is an ancient city, once a stronghold from a time of the Siansaal Empire.”

      The empire had fallen long enough ago that few people knew about it. Torian did, but that was because it was required learning at school while studying the temple ruins, and not because there was anything to it that he thought particularly interesting.

      Torian looked through the trees. He found one man kneeling, blood from a gash on his head dripping down the side of his face, but Torian couldn’t tell who it might be. Someone injured. There were a few men—all of the people of this work camp were men, making Torian think that this had to be the same caravan he’d been a part of—lying not far from him, motionless.

      Not motionless. Dead.

      The Rusavians hadn’t even moved them.

      That brought a surprising anger to him, though it was an impotent anger as there wasn’t anything that he’d be able to do about it. Rage against it, but even that was impotent rage.

      “We aren’t prepared for a fight. Not like this. We can head back to the wagons and regroup,” Sylvia said.

      “We need to know what attacked Aldrich, though. Until we know, the wagons may not be safe.”

      Sylvia didn’t seem pleased with the plan but didn’t argue with him.

      They worked their way around the clearing. A hint of fresh-cut pine lingered in the air, telling him that whatever had happened here had been recent. The ground heaped where the men dug, using blunted shovels and piling up dirt all around the pit. Most were subdued, though Torian suspected that they would have suffered quite a bit on the journey that they would have to be subdued. Most would have long since given up on the hope for freedom.

      Even in the short time that Torian had been a captive, he had started to feel the heavy weight of inevitability concerning his captivity. How could anyone think that they could get away from what they all must have experienced?

      He paused at one point, probing with the second-tier earth technique as he felt for why the runic marker seemed to be enough to hold in these sahir. He didn’t focus on all of them, only on a singular marker, trying to get a sense of what power it had. Torian wished that he understood the runic markers better than he did. Unfortunately, his experience with them was limited. He had learned how to use them and how to read them, but he had not had enough time to learn how to make them as he had never been viewed as somebody with enough potential to do anything with those runic markers that would be beneficial to the school and to Navarin.

      He withdrew. “I think the markers are meant to keep them inside. But there have to be some soldiers here, don’t there?”

      “Undoubtedly,” Sylvia said. “And we need to keep moving before they realize that we are here.”

      “But what if we just break through these markers?” He looked over to Visthor, thinking about what the other man had done when Torian had fought with him in the town. “We could save them…”

      He trailed off as a figure appeared in view.

      His sister. She looked dirty, the same as the others, but unharmed.

      He had lost his brother. His parents. His sister was all he had left.

      And she was right before him. He could go to her, rescue her, and then…

      Torian took a step forward before Visthor grabbed him.

      “That’s my sister,” Torian said.

      After all this time thinking about his sister, feeling helpless that he couldn’t do anything for her, the same helplessness that he had known when Leven had been crushed, and here she was in front of him. Once again, he felt helpless to do anything for her.

      Sylvia looked at him, shaking her head.

      Surprisingly, Visthor was the one who nodded to him and turned his attention toward the camp. “We get her. But we do so smart.”

      “How?”

      “With surprise.”

      Visthor whistled softly, and five wolves came prowling toward them out of the darkness.

      “This is a terrible idea,” Sylvia said.

      “I know it’s a terrible idea, but Aldrich had to have known that something was happening and wanted to stop it. We need to know why they have these sahir captured here.”

      Sylvia took a deep breath, and when she let it out, Torian had the distinct sense that she was incredibly frustrated, but she nodded to Visthor.

      “I will go to the other side, and I will release one of the markers while you stay here and release the other. The wolves will go in, and the two of you will take care of whatever soldiers you find, and then we get as many of these students away. Do you understand? Rescue your sister and send the rest away.”

      Torian looked out into the darkness. “Do you think we can do this?”

      “If there are a couple soldiers, then yes. If there are more…”

      “Thank you,” Torian said.

      “Only if this works,” she said, and she darted off into the darkness, sweeping around and disappearing from them.

      “She would do this anyway,” Visthor said.

      “Are you sure? I don’t have the sense that she really wants to do it.”

      “Not want, but understand is necessary. Tamish after something. Not sure, but we must be careful.” Visthor twisted his Blade, getting it ready. “Now we go.”

      Then Torian felt the surge of power from what Sylvia did.

      It was his turn to act.

      He focused on the second-tier earth technique and probed outward. When he reached the barricade formed by the runic marker, he pressed up against it. Torian shifted his second-tier earth technique to the third tier and let more and more power explode through him. When that wasn’t enough, he heaved on the weight inside of him, thinking that he had to do this so that he could get to his sister, rescue her, and then he could help the others. Power flooded through him, out of him, and into the runic marker.

      Which cracked before shattering.

      Then lights bloomed around him.
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      A QUICK BATTLE

      Torian realized the mistake the moment that he had released that power. It was some sort of a trigger, which he had suspected, and he knew that Sylvia had suspected it as well, but he hadn’t known that they would have had such a tight control over it. He looked over to Visthor, who had a tight snarl on his face as if he were eager to go rushing toward what was up ahead. They nodded at each other before darting forward into the camp.

      Power bloomed all around.

      Torian felt it as a series of different patterns. He wasn’t sure at the source of it, only that it was pressing upon him in ways that felt somewhat uneasy. That power started to build in a way that left some part of him trembling with the energy that he’d been feeling. He could use the patterns that he’d already started to form, but he hadn’t shifted the weight enough for him to draw on anything more than a second-tier pattern.

      Only second tier.

      That thought intruded and for good reason. There had been a time when a second-tier pattern had been the pinnacle of what he could even do, and now he regretted that it was all he could do.

      “We move, Torian. They will come,” Visthor said.

      There still had not been any sign of the Rusavian soldiers, but Torian agreed that they needed to get moving as quickly as they could because it was only a matter of time before they appeared. The moment that they did, he would have to be ready to either fight or run.

      Torian raced toward Dary. He was the closest to Torian, though he wanted to get to Willa, as Torian would suspect she would have answers.

      He found him with a shovel in hand, scooping a pile of earth. When Torian raced over, holding onto the lantern beam pattern, Dary froze. Maybe it wasn’t the pattern that made him freeze so much as it was that Torian was with Visthor—who had a Blade extended.

      “Dary,” he said hurriedly. “We need to get moving. We can get you out, but we have to do it quickly.”

      Dary looked up at him, blinking with a blank expression in his eyes. “Torian?”

      “Come on,” Torian urged. “We need to get moving.”

      “What are you doing here? Are you with them?”

      He glanced to Visthor, understanding why Dary would feel that way. “Not with them. We need to get people moving.”

      There was a weariness to him. What must he have faced in the time that he’d been away?

      “I can’t. They’ve shown us what they’ll do if any of us tries to leave.”

      Visthor jerked around. “Soldiers, Torian. Either we stay and fight, or we go. Not much time.”

      Torian grabbed Dary. “I’m not leaving you behind. Or my sister.”

      “Sister?” Dary asked and again sounded confused.

      “Where is she?”

      Dary shook his head. “Everyone who tried to escape was killed.”

      Torian couldn’t move.

      Did that mean that Liana was gone?

      No. If she was gone, he would’ve said that.

      Dary was afraid of leaving. He was afraid of dying.

      “Torian,” Visthor snapped.

      That stirred Torian into action.

      “Go. Head south with as many as you can. I don’t know why they have so many sahir here,” Torian began, looking around and realizing that there weren’t as many as he had thought. Most were soldiers and not sahir. “There are wagons there that can offer some protection.” A pair of soldiers headed in his direction.

      Visthor had already straightened and readied his Blade.

      Torian didn’t give the soldiers a chance to do anything. He unleashed the stacked stone pattern, targeting the ground at their feet.

      It was a third-tier pattern that he’d defaulted to without really meaning to, but the power that he’d been holding had built up to the point where it was easy to release that from him. The stone exploded in front of one of the soldiers, tossing him to the side, while the other soldier stumbled.

      Visthor was there in a heartbeat. He impaled the man with his Blade.

      Torian focused on the ground in front of the soldiers, and again he targeted, sending a burst of power out from him. He had enough trapped power that it was an easy enough thing for him to do, but he did not know if the soldiers would have some way to counter as they had in the other village.

      Visthor squeezed the Blade in his hand. “We can’t stay.”

      “We can get them someplace safe. Maybe to the university in Corsalt,” Torian suggested.

      Dary looked at him with a strange expression in his eyes. “But we’re just outside of Corsalt.”

      Could they have traveled that far already?

      And it meant that the university wasn’t safe. Of course, it wouldn’t be. Gaspel had been trying to reach others at the university and failing. Torian didn’t know the technique as the two of them hadn’t the time to work together, but he believed that Gaspel had some technique that should have been effective.

      “Torian,” Visthor snapped.

      Torian shoved Dary and sent him toward the edge of the tree line. Several others went with him, including Desiree. Torian didn’t see Jensen or Eliza, but they had to be here somewhere, didn’t they?

      And Liana.

      Not only that, but Willa was here. If he could get to her, show her that they had helped, she might be able to help fight.

      Until that time, Torian would fight.

      Three more soldiers had appeared.

      There weren’t as many as he had seen in the town, but still, five soldiers were nothing to ignore. Surprisingly, Torian didn’t feel nearly as afraid of the five soldiers as he had the last time that he had encountered soldiers. He wasn’t helpless any longer. Maybe he hadn’t been helpless at that time, either, but he certainly hadn’t known how to reach the power inside of him as easily as he did now.

      Maybe not easily. But it was better and stronger.

      With another stacked stone technique, he blasted his magic at one of the soldiers while another tried to step in front of him to block. Visthor was there, his Blade whistling through his patterns. He caught one of the soldiers with his Blade and then elbowed the other, twisting and forcing the man back. The speed of his assault forced both of the soldiers back before they had a chance to react.

      “Run,” Torian said, mixing his words with a bit of a second-tier wind pattern that carried.

      When there was no reaction, he decided to try something else.

      A burst of a lantern beam pattern caused light to explode in the middle of the clearing, and he followed that with a quick second-tier stacked stone pattern directed beneath him.

      It had the desired effect. Dary and the others scattered.

      When they went the wrong way, Torian formed a stacked stone pattern and caused the ground to tremble again, pushing them in a different direction. Visthor chased down two more soldiers, but there were no more after that.

      Torian had to get to Willa. To Liana.

      He looked everywhere around him, but there was no sign of either of them.

      Only…

      Five soldiers were ushering several others away from the perimeter. One of them was Willa. Torian had known her long enough that he could easily identify her gray hair, her thin frame, and the tension in her posture. Liana seemed to be with them, and probably Jensen, as Torian still had not seen what had happened to him.

      He started after them, already beginning to try to heave on the weight inside of him, readying an attack, when an explosion thundered right in front of him. Had he not been holding onto his own stacked stone pattern, it might have overwhelmed him, but Torian unleashed that power out from him, settling the ground. As the dust in the debris began to clear, he saw no sign of the soldiers. No sign of Willa. No sign of Liana.

      They were gone.

      “Torian,” Visthor said, pulling on him.

      “My sister.”

      “We will find. But we must go.”

      Go. If he went, it meant that Liana would be dragged with the soldiers, and he had no idea if he could find her again. Another explosion thundered from a dozen paces from him. And then another. Fires began to burn in the night.

      All of it was pressing on them.

      Torian tried several of the other first-tier patterns, including using air to try to blow the fire away, but it didn’t work. As he attempted to reach for a second-tier pattern, he realized that it wouldn’t make a difference. The flames were just too much for him. They were powered by an advanced form of magic that he simply did not have.

      Even if he wanted to pursue, he could not.

      He turned away, tamping down the frustration inside of him. He’d lost his parents. He was not going to lose his sister.

      The pit where the others had been working drew his attention.

      Visthor grabbed him as he approached it. “It is only work farm,” he said.

      “I don’t understand. Why would they have been digging if there isn’t anything here?”

      “Work farm,” Visthor said.

      He used a lantern beam pattern, angling it toward the pit, but there was only rock. Nothing else. Torian turned away, and he helped guide his townsfolk, along with other prisoners, through the trees. Sylvia was there and had added her own technique to try to guide people along with her. She looked over to Torian with a deep frown on her face.

      “I have to go after my sister.”

      “We will regroup. Then we can,” Sylvia said.

      Torian appreciated that she didn’t tell him no. “Will Aldrich help?”

      “Aldrich may not be in any condition to do so. We will see.”

      “Did you know we were near Corsalt?” Torian asked.

      “Not Corsalt,” Visthor said. “We are near Iliandar.”

      Torian closed his eyes for a moment, wishing that his training in school had stuck with him better. And maybe it had, but he couldn’t remember if this was the same name as Corsalt. Many of the towns around his home had ancient names, often derived from when they had been populated by the Siansaal Empire. Even his own town had once been called Oscallian, but that had been so long ago that most would have forgotten it, including Torian, but the instructors had remembered.

      “Corsalt,” Torian said. “Which is not at all far from my town.”

      “You said your town was Sarot.”

      “That’s right.”

      Sylvia looked over to Visthor, and something passed between them, though Torian wasn’t entirely sure what it was. An expression lingered before fading.

      “We need to get them back to the wagons,” she said.

      “Now you are willing to bring them?”

      “We can’t stay here. As soon as they learn that they’ve broken free, we will not be safe.”

      They guided the others through the trees, Visthor taking the lead, Sylvia using her patterns, and Torian staying with Dary and Desiree, both of whom seemed shell-shocked. Every so often, they made some offhanded comment about how they were free and surprised by that fact.

      Torian regarded the others. They were young, probably the same age as Dary and Liana, and given what he had seen, most likely sahir as well. Tamish had to have some reason for wanting the sahir—and only the sahir. Others had been slaughtered.

      When they neared the wagons, Sylvia motioned for help, and Invat came to gather the people, guiding them off and away from the wagons and into a small clearing where they were able to rest safely.

      Sylvia came over to Torian. “We need to talk.”

      He didn’t argue and was surprised when she guided him to her wagon, stepping into the closed space and shutting the door, sealing it with a wind pattern that kept anything from passing out of it. Torian wondered at that, curious as to why she would’ve chosen to use a wind pattern on the door before kneeling next to the small cot that Aldrich was on.

      He looked better than he had when Torian had come upon him at the edge of the trees, but still not good. His color was bad, and there was an irregularity to his breathing that Torian imagined could not be good.

      Visthor stood in the corner, frowning.

      “What is this really about?”

      “It is about Tamish, and it is about his quest for power. The sahir should have prevented him from what he’s after, but unfortunately, it doesn’t seem to have made a difference.”

      “We need to go to Aldrich. We need his help.”

      “Aldrich has suffered too much. He isn’t going to be of any use to us.”

      Torian had to set his anger aside about what had happened. It wasn’t Aldrich’s fault.

      “Aldrich wouldn’t have struggled with the number of soldiers that we saw in that work farm,” Torian said, glancing over to Visthor, who frowned before nodding. “He would be stronger and more competent than that.”

      “Even Aldrich can be surprised.”

      Torian understood that, but it didn’t feel right. Aldrich could be surprised, as he imagined that any magic user could find themselves overwhelmed in the right circumstances, but there was nothing about that work farm that had been too much for Torian. There had been a handful of soldiers, but not so many that Torian doubted that he would’ve been able to deal with them using his patterns were it necessary. It had been easier having Visthor with him, but given what he had been through, Torian had to believe that even he would have been able to handle that.

      “We need to wake him up,” Torian said.

      “While it is possible, it would be dangerous. He is in no condition to be awoken.”

      “We need to know what happened.”

      “Torian, you don’t understand what you ask. This is dangerous, even under the best circumstances, and we are far from the best circumstances.”

      Torian looked over to Visthor, who still had not reacted, but increasingly, Torian believed he was going to need the large man to help him, even if it was only to convince Sylvia.

      “Let’s say that we let him rest and recover, to come around whenever it is that he will naturally do so. What happens if something happens to us in the meantime?”

      “We will travel away from it.”

      They had new people to deal with, though. And though Sylvia had said that they could come to the wagons, Torian wasn’t even certain that she would let them stay with the wagons. Which meant that the people that they had just rescued might have to fend for themselves. Normally, Torian wouldn’t be as concerned about that, but having faced the shurrel, along with the duba, he knew the forest was not safe. Maybe it had never been safe.

      So he formed a faint pattern, using wind and then a hint of the tracing of water, mixing the two together as he pressed it out from him as quickly as he could. Had he not been on edge the way that he already was, Torian wasn’t sure that he would’ve been able to do it so quickly. Then again, he also modeled after what he had seen of Aldrich using his connection on Torian. It was a faint whispering through Aldrich’s mind. This was a third-tier pattern. He used the minor healing pattern that he had only seen from Gaspel but had never been able to use on his own. Surprisingly, it worked.

      As soon as he used it, Aldrich sat up.

      Power exploded from the man, pushing Torian back. It slammed into Sylvia, who reacted far better than Torian did and resisted, placing protections to keep Aldrich from overwhelming her.

      “What happened?” Aldrich snapped.

      “It seems Torian decided to awaken you.” She looked over to him. “From what you told me, such an act is dangerous.”

      Aldrich closed his eyes, and because Torian still traced some of the wind and water through him, he was vaguely aware of the way that Aldrich swept his pattern through himself. It was almost like a detection pattern, or perhaps a healing pattern so that Aldrich could recover much faster than he would have otherwise.

      Aldrich let out a heavy sigh. “Thank you. I think that I would’ve taken far too long to recover without your touch.” He got up, wobbling for a moment. “And now, I need to leave.”

      “You can’t leave. You aren’t in any condition to go.”

      “What happened?” Torian asked.

      Aldrich glanced over to him. “Tamish found me. Whatever they intend is significant.” He looked over to Sylvia. “They are camped at the edge of Iliandar.”

      “Corsalt,” Torian said.

      Aldrich tipped his head to the side as he regarded Torian. “That is what your people call it, isn’t it? You said that they destroyed the temple near your hometown.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “It wouldn’t be far from Zavilla. In fact, all of those old temples surrounded it, didn’t they?” Torian wasn’t sure if the question was directed at him or was more about Aldrich working through things on his own.

      “They wouldn’t know about it. They couldn’t,” Sylvia said.

      “They shouldn’t, but perhaps they do.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Where you found me,” Aldrich said. “It is a place that has long been protected, ancient sigils securing it from outside attention. It was untouched during the war, but unfortunately, Tamish has long known of its existence and has searched for a means of accessing it. It is a place that once housed many of the Valsahir and was the ultimate target of the war, the only one they failed to find.”

      “But it’s not untouched.”

      “You saw only a reflection,” Aldrich said. He took a deep breath, drew himself up, and met Sylvia’s eyes. “If he succeeds here, he will destroy our access and then Rusav will be able to move much more freely.”

      “We are not strong enough to stop him.”

      Aldrich looked over to Torian. “Not alone, but perhaps we don’t have to do it alone. We merely have to make him think that we have more power than we do. If we can scare him away, we can secure these locations and keep him from his plan.”

      Torian didn’t care what Aldrich had in mind for him.

      If it meant that he could go after his sister and others from town, then he was going to do so. Regardless of the danger, he already knew what he would do.

      “How can I help?”
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      TIME TO DANCE

      Morning came slowly.

      Torian was exhausted from their planning, as they all had theories about what was happening, along with what they might need to do to counter it. By the time they had finished discussing and planning, Torian could barely keep his eyes open. Aldrich sent him to get a nap, which Torian figured was his way of trying to keep him from listening to whatever additional part of the planning that he intended to do with Sylvia—as he was certain the two of them intended to discuss more without him.

      He had just laid down—or it felt that way—when a knock came at the door to the wagon. He shot up, barely avoiding bumping his head, and slipped off the bunk. Torian didn't know how long he’d been sleeping, but it didn’t feel long.

      Jakob was there. “They tell me that it’s time for you to go.”

      Torian let out a heavy sigh. “What time… oh.”

      Dawn had started to break in the sky, revealing only a hint of color, but enough that Torian understood that he’d not been sleeping nearly as long as his body needed. With what they had in mind, he didn’t know if he’d be able to stay awake long enough to be a part of it, either.

      I don’t have a choice.

      Though he didn’t know Tamish the way that Aldrich seemed to, he had seen the danger that the man posed. And it was significant. His power was enough to destroy entire towns.

      If left unchecked… Torian didn’t even want to consider what would happen. More towns would suffer the way that his had. More people would be left without their parents. More siblings would be torn apart. All because Tamish wanted some power that he thought Navarin had?

      However, none of that was really the reason that Torian wanted to go.

      It was for Liana. The only family he had left.

      When he saw Astrid watching, he went over and took her hands.

      “I can’t come,” she said.

      “I know.”

      “I’m sorry that I can’t help your sister.”

      “I didn’t ask.”

      “I wish… I wish I had learned enough to help. I wish I wasn’t afraid. I wish—”

      Torian pulled her close. He gave her a hug, feeling like maybe he was stepping beyond what he should do. But it felt right. “I understand. I have to do this. I have to get my sister.”

      “I only wish I was as brave as you,” she said. “When you return, I need to tell you something.”

      “You could tell me now.”

      She glanced behind her toward Johan, and when she looked back, she smiled tightly. “Later. Help your sister.”

      Aldrich waited near the trees, looking surprisingly refreshed given the way that he’d looked only the night before. Sylvia was with him, as was Visthor, though neither appeared pleased by that. As Torian headed to them, he realized that Sylvia was saying a few words to Astrid, who listened and nodded before leaving them.

      “What about the newcomers?” Torian asked.

      Sylvia frowned at him. “Are you asking because you’re worried that I’m going to send them away?”

      “It’s not that. Could they be useful?”

      “It’s possible,” Sylvia said, “if given enough time. But they would slow us down, and we need to move quickly. Tamish will know that we know. Especially after the attack last night. We have a limited window before he finishes whatever he intends.”

      Torian didn’t know what it was that Tamish intended, and he didn’t care. The others did, but at this point, the only thing Torian wanted was to get to his sister and help her. Somehow.

      They had to stop Tamish, and they had a valsahir to do that. Aldrich gave them that advantage.

      But the way that Aldrich was watching Torian left him uncomfortable.

      Does he think I can help?

      As they set off, Torian realized he wasn’t nearly as afraid as he once had been.

      He looked over to Jakob, who had stubbornly demanded to come with them. “If you are going after your sister, I’m coming to help. She’s my family, too,” Jakob had said.

      Torian hadn’t known what to say, but he appreciated Jakob’s willingness to come. He could help. He was only learning the Blade, but he was already skilled with it. And they needed some numbers. The others from the caravan weren’t fighters. Torian had seen. This was going to be them. A small group.

      And it may not even be enough.

      “Many of these old temples surrounded Zavilla. They protected something of great significance to the ancient valsahir. Most of those relics were removed during the war as a means of protecting them from Rusav. Not all could be removed.”

      “So what does that mean?” Torian asked.

      “It means that Tamish likely believes there is something much more powerful that he can acquire. Whether or not he can is another matter altogether. It is just what he believes.”

      Aldrich paused at one point, tilting his head as he pressed out with an earth pattern that sent the ground trembling in a circle around him. At one point, a scurrying in the trees suggested there were shurrel present. Torian held up his hand, forming a lantern beam pattern, and created a quick blast of light. In the early morning, he wondered if the shurrel had not yet been scared away. And he wasn’t about to leave them to attack.

      The blast of light created a ring of power around him that extended up and into the trees before fading. Only then did the shurrel scurry away.

      “Thank you,” Aldrich said, tilting his head to him.

      Torian followed the pattern that Aldrich placed, using some technique similar to the stacked stone pattern. As he followed it, he found… Nothing.

      “There is an emptiness.”

      “I sense it as well,” Aldrich said. “Which worries me that we might be too late.”

      Visthor grumbled, extending his Blade, and holding it out with a tight grip that Torian wanted to chide him for as he knew that the much larger man needed to keep a relaxed grip in order for him to use the Blade in the way that Visthor had been teaching him, but he decided not to press his luck. Sylvia was quiet. Every so often, she’d glance up at the trees, and then she would create a lantern beam that blasted upward before it faded once again.

      “I can’t tell if they are still there,” she said.

      Aldrich would glance at the trees, then turn his attention back to what he was doing as they made their way forward. Torian stayed quiet. As did Jakob, but probably for a different reason. Torian focused on that emptiness that he felt.

      It was about mid-day when he knew they were getting close.

      Every so often, Torian saw the brown-furred wolf through the trees. Given that this was a shadow wolf, he suspected the wolf wanted him to see it. That gave him a measure of confidence, and a reassurance, that they were doing the right thing.

      The trees started to thin, creating a clearing. It reminded Torian of his journey when he had been following the shadow wolf. Only he suspected they were coming at it from a different direction. He used a third-tier earth tracking pattern and began to feel runic power around him, even though he didn’t know whether it was anything dangerous.

      Aldrich raised a hand, slowing them.

      Everyone took a moment to gather themselves as they neared the ruins. The last time that Torian had been here…

      “This is where he brought us,” Jakob whispered.

      “It is,” Torian said.

      “So we’ve known about this the entire time?”

      “We have,” Aldrich said softly, “he did not. And if he has uncovered its location, there are particular secrets here that he could unearth. Secrets that he must not have.” He locked eyes with Torian for a moment. “And likely the reason he has gathered sahir. Be cautious. There might be—”

      Aldrich didn’t have a chance to finish.

      A burst of stone sent him tumbling.

      Torian immediately braced, focusing on the stacked stone pattern, but he did not see anything. His heart hammered, and he pressed on that weight of power inside of him, trying to shift it, but he could not move it off to the side. He struggled, straining with it, but…

      A soldier appeared before him.

      Visthor was there in a heartbeat, driving his Blade through the soldier.

      Then a dozen soldiers.

      Visthor grunted. “Time to dance.”

      Torian used a second-tier pattern and exploded the stone in front of one soldier, turning to another, who managed to carve through the pattern the first time, but not the second time Torian used it.

      Jakob held on to the Blade, but Torian didn’t know if he would be skilled enough with how little he had learned. He hadn’t the time to learn how to dance like Visthor.

      And then there was Sylvia. She was a blur of power. Torian had seen her using her lantern beam variants in the past, sending sparks and streamers of light shooting away from her, but this was a different thing altogether. She used her sparkly explosions to blast at them.

      It was a distraction, little more than that, but combined with her distraction, Visthor had an easier time slipping in between each of the soldiers, and he cut down three of them before they could react.

      Which gave Torian a chance to fight.

      He continued to use the stacked stone pattern as it had been the most effective against soldiers. When the ground exploded near three of the soldiers converging on Visthor, they were tossed back, giving Visthor his chance.

      Somewhere up ahead came additional power.

      Aldrich?

      “Help him,” Sylvia said.

      “Help him with what?”

      “Whatever he faces,” she said.

      Torian looked around. “I can help you. Visthor. That’s about all that I can do. You have more skill and experience.”

      Sylvia sent a series of bright red sparks at three soldiers that exploded in their faces, causing them to stagger back. She spun to Torian. “I am a sahir, but I am not a valsahir. That is what you can be. Help him.”

      Torian didn’t want to run. He didn’t want to be afraid anymore.

      And, perhaps most of all, he wanted revenge.

      That thought troubled him, as he shouldn’t be thinking of vengeance, but that was what he wanted. And if Tamish was here, Torian might be able to get that vengeance.

      A soldier came at him, Blade upheld. Torian sent a quick explosion through the ground, which caused the man to stagger back.

      He caught himself quickly, so Torian grabbed his own Blade, flicked his wrist to extend it, and he sent a lantern beam pattern through the blade, which caused it to blaze with light before shifting the pattern into a second-tier heat modification.

      He slashed toward the soldier, erupting light from the edge of the Blade.

      The Blade caught the soldier in the chest. He clasped a hand up to his chest and staggered away.

      Another rumbling came from up ahead, and Torian hurried for it.

      The stone around here was crumbling, reminding him of the temple ruins outside of Sarot, but perhaps even older. Anytime that he extended through the stacked stone technique, he felt runic markers buried under the ground, concealing something of power. Torian wasn’t entirely sure what that was, much like he wasn’t entirely sure if there was any way for him to counter what he detected, or even if he needed to. The only thing that he knew was that there was also an emptiness up ahead.

      He hurried toward that.

      The ground exploded in front of him.

      He was tossed back, his head aching. Everything around him was a cloud of dust from debris raining down over him. He brought his hands up to cover his face, still holding onto the Blade, and without realizing it, he sent the stacked stone pattern out through the blade. He had never considered that before. The Blade shot stone away, keeping him free from the raining debris.

      Torian rolled to his feet. Everything rang.

      Aldrich stood with his cloak fluttering. He had his hands held in front of him, motionless. Another man stood across from him. It was the man from Torian’s visions, a memory, nothing more, but he had seen him.

      Tamish.

      He didn’t look terrifying up close. He looked as if he could be anyone from his town. Dark hair was neatly groomed. He had a trimmed beard and dark tanned skin. Only his eyes, which blazed with a vibrant and angry intensity, terrified Torian. That and the power he possessed.

      He was saying something, though Torian couldn’t hear it.

      Aldrich wouldn’t be able to hold out for very long. It seemed that Aldrich turned toward him before catching his eyes. And he thought he understood.

      He had to help Aldrich.

      As Torian started toward him, he felt a rumbling beneath him.

      It was an advanced use of earth, and he reacted using the third-tier stacked stone technique, wishing that Gaspel had more time with him. Thankfully, Aldrich had demonstrated some of the fourth-tier patterns Torian could try, only he wasn’t sure if it would be as effective for him.

      He looked up, and his eyes widened.

      “Willa?”

      She was better dressed than any of the other captives had been, looking almost as if she were unharmed. Because she had been.

      She regarded him with the same look of disappointment that she had always worn when he had come into the classroom that she was teaching. “You the troublesome one I have heard so much about?”

      Torian blinked. He couldn’t miss the pair of soldiers standing on either side of her, both with their Blades at the ready. Neither of them threatened her. Torian saw no sign of his sister or the others that he knew had been escorted away from the work farm, but he knew they had to be here somewhere.

      But it was none of that which bothered him.

      It was how at ease Willa seemed.

      Everything seemed to go cold.

      “You… You are with them?”

      Gaspel had mentioned how quickly the attack had struck. He and Heshian shouldn’t have been overwhelmed so easily. Torian believed that after having dealt with soldiers on his own. Which meant they had somebody on the inside all along.

      Willa.

      The one person who had always been fascinated by the temple. Knowing now that she was a part of all of this, her real interest in the temple made a very different sort of sense.

      “It took me a long time to find what I was assigned, but patience is rewarded.” She smiled tightly.

      The ground trembled again.

      Torian could feel the way that she was using earth, even though he didn’t have her level of control. But she didn’t know that he had his level of control, either.

      Somewhere distantly, somebody cried out.

      He didn’t know how much time he had.

      And with Aldrich busy with Tamish, he had to deal with Willa.

      But she was so much more powerful than him. So much more experienced than him.

      Only… If Aldrich is right, I have more potential than her.

      Torian could be a valsahir.

      “Why?”

      He wasn’t sure if she would answer, and she surprised him by doing so.

      “If you would have paid attention in your lessons, you’d understand. We must cleanse these lands so the empire my grandparents helped secure can be rebuilt. And I will see that it is so. We could not have any of the valsahir rising to pose a threat, and so I did my part, much like others did their part. We removed any with potential.”

      The implication of what she said struck him almost as if she were using the stacked stone pattern against him directly. Could she have been the reason that Leven died? Could she have believed that he was valsahir?

      He’d never really known what had happened with Leven—only that there’d been an accident. If Willa had been responsible…

      What would I do?

      He wasn’t like them. He wasn’t a killer. And the best revenge would be showing her mistake in overlooking him.

      As he looked around, he was left wondering if that were the reason that the others were here, including Liana. The wolf prowled through the trees, though Torian couldn’t see it very well. Hopefully the wolf would help. At this point, he might need to somehow speak to the wolf, to call it to him, but he did not know if it would make any difference.

      Stacked stone pattern power caused the ground to tremble again.

      He used earth, settling her trembling. She frowned at him. “Have you managed some control?”

      “More than some,” Torian said.

      He had to act quickly, which meant that he had to use the element of surprise.

      There was only one pattern that he knew and that he thought might be effective, at least to surprise her and to surprise the soldiers. Torian had always been skilled with light, and his experience with the soul sucker had proven that he could use fire.

      He focused, heaving the weight inside of him, filling with power.

      And then, he created the fireball pattern.

      He sent it in a sweeping wave out from him and toward Willa.

      She reacted, but she was too slow.

      Torian followed that by using earth, the third-tier earth split and formed a massive crack beneath him. At least, it was massive for what he could do. But combined with fire, Willa cried out.

      Jakob was there, driving his Blade into one of the soldiers and then spun, following the form that Visthor had taught them, and drove his Blade into the other. The wolf darted forward and loomed over Willa, snarling at her.

      Torian didn’t know why the wolf hadn’t helped before and wondered if its willingness now was because he had somehow proven himself to the wolf before deciding that it didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was that the wolf was there. Maybe it had chosen him.

      “Deal with her. She’s the reason Leven died,” Torian said, nodding to where Willa had to be lying on the ground. “I need to help Aldrich.”

      At that, he raced toward Aldrich. And found him with Tamish, who looked no different than the last time that Torian had seen him. There was something about him that struck fear into Torian, freezing him. It was almost as if he exuded some power.

      Torian had to use his power to overwhelm that fear.

      Fear had made him strong before, but could fear do that now?

      He heaved on the weight inside of him. He needed to move it as far as he ever had, draw upon as much of that innate power as he ever had, regardless of whether it burned through his pathways. He strained, pressing that power through him, and felt the resistance start to shift. Power bloomed within him, and Torian gave another shove.

      Torian didn’t know how hard he had pushed, hearing Aldrich’s warning, but he knew he had no other choice but to try. He drew power from that space and immediately pushed it out through a third-tier pattern. Used that on the ground in front of Tamish.

      The power that exploded through his pattern was more than what Torian had ever tried with a third-tier pattern, causing the ground to crack, and split into a massive fissure.

      Tamish turned his attention to Torian, and a bit of a smile curled his lips. “What is this? A new student? And here I thought you had learned your lesson the last time.”

      Aldrich glowered at Tamish with such intensity that Torian thought that he might burn the man with only his gaze.

      But Tamish only laughed.

      “Did you think that you and your pupil could stop this? I have been searching a long time, Aldrich. Longer than you can even know. And I have it.”

      “We got here before you have it.”

      “Did you?” Tamish tipped his head to the side, and at that moment, a massive explosion of power thundered around the emptiness Torian had been feeling. It was a mixture of patterns, though Torian wasn’t sure how he even knew that. He detected earth, the lantern beam, some wind, and elements within it that he couldn’t even quite name. The intensity of that power was far more than Torian had ever felt.

      Panic set into Aldrich’s face.

      The ground rippled from Aldrich’s attack again, but Tamish managed to counter it, quickly stamping his foot down with a massive crack that streaked toward Aldrich.

      Aldrich tried to counter with the power he was summoning, but it seemed that Tamish was more powerful. The crack widened and then swallowed Aldrich.

      Torian darted toward him, barely avoiding a burst of wind that slammed into him. Aldrich dangled, fingers gripping the stone. He looked up at Torian. “You must keep him from touching it.”

      “I can’t stop him. Nothing could.”

      Gaspel couldn’t. Heshian couldn’t. Aldrich couldn’t. What hope did Torian have of stopping someone that none of them had been able to stop?

      “If he reaches it, his power will be…”

      Aldrich slipped, and then he dropped.

      Torian grabbed for him, but he couldn’t see him. He wasn’t fast enough, and Aldrich slipped into the darkness.

      He looked over. Tamish had ignored him, heading toward whatever it was that he had revealed, and now Torian had to decide. He couldn’t take on Tamish.

      He barely understood his power. Aldrich had been working with him, and before that, Sylvia had been working with him, but nothing could prepare him for someone of that kind of power.

      But he couldn’t do nothing.

      He raced toward Tamish, and he saw a strange-looking pedestal with a milky white orb resting on it. Even from a distance, Torian could see the runic markers etched into the surface of the orb.

      Tamish reached for it.

      And Torian jumped, propelled with a hurried explosion of stacked stone.

      They touched it at the same time.
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      INSIDE THE VOID

      Everything went blank.

      Torian felt as if he were floating, though he knew that he was not.

      He wasn’t sure what had happened to him. When he’d touched the orb, something in the runic markers on its surface seemed to activate, and Torian could feel that power starting to work through him, though he wasn’t sure what it was, only that power was there, drifting all around.

      It reminded him of when he pushed on the weight.

      There was a strange awareness of another near him.

      His mind filled in a blank. Tamish.

      He was in this emptiness with Torian. Only what were they after?

      Torian didn’t know what this orb was supposed to be or what kind of power it represented, only that it seemed to be all around him.

      “You would steal my power?”

      The voice came from somewhere… and everywhere.

      Tamish?

      That didn’t seem to be the case.

      The Saith?

      The idea that he had gotten close to the Saith…

      But it was one voice.

      Yet that was what the priests believed. The Saith become the One…

      What if that was the power Tamish wanted?

      Torian didn’t know what it was, only that he had a sense that Tamish grabbed for that power that was out there as if he were trying to pull on it himself, though Torian couldn’t tell what it was doing.

      Another surge came, and it was overwhelming.

      The voice seemed to come from all over. He didn’t know what happened, nor did he know what Tamish intended, but he could feel that power that he attempted to reach. It was vast—impossibly so. And reminded Torian of what he freed when he tried to push the weight.

      Aldrich’s words came back to him.

      Everything that Tamish did was about power. Which meant that this was about power. The Saith. Torian didn’t understand it, and he wasn’t sure that there was anything that he could do to stop it, only that he was somehow trapped in this emptiness with Tamish… and another.

      Maybe the gods.

      The light surged.

      That reminded Torian of what he felt when he shifted the weight, releasing pent up and buried power. Torian did the same thing now that he did then, and began to pull that power through him and his pathways to try to release some of the pressure on himself.

      Then he felt Tamish near him.

      “You would steal it from me?”

      It sounded the same as the other voice, though it wasn’t the other voice. This was definitely Tamish—which left Torian wondering who the other was.

      The pressure from all around continued to build.

      The other continued to boom around him, though it was so loud and painful that Torian found ignoring it to be the only thing that he could do. But he couldn’t ignore Tamish.

      “Aldrich sent his student after this? What kind of a fool is… what are you doing?”

      That pressure was too much.

      Torian had formed a pattern, but he didn’t have any real control over it. It felt like the very first time he’d encountered Aldrich and again when he had faced the soldiers. He had released power in a way that he could not quite explain.

      Those times had left him weakened to the point of exhaustion. Now he had far more power than he could control.

      So he let it out.

      It flowed out of him and strangely seemed as if Tamish tried to steal that power to use it, but he resisted.

      It was hard. Heavy. Powerful.

      Whatever Tamish did would overwhelm him. He could feel that.

      And there wasn’t anything he could do.

      That wasn’t quite right. Torian might not be able to form a pattern in this place, whatever this place was, and he might not be able to overwhelm Tamish, as he doubted he had the necessary control to do so, but there was something that he thought that he might be able to do with the pressure pushing against him.

      He could push.

      He felt as if he had been training for this his entire life. He had been pushing, trying to draw upon the strength necessary so that he could get to the power buried inside of him, and had always struggled with that weight. Now the weight was something else. It was someone else. Still, that didn’t change what Torian had to do.

      He pushed.

      It was like heaving the heavy boulder deep inside of him.

      Tamish was strong, and Tamish was better trained than Torian.

      A flurry of power seemed to slam into Torian. It battered at him, reminding him somewhat of the way that Aldrich worked at his mind, trying to release the weight from inside of him. If Torian were to do that, he still had to fear that he would burn off some part of himself, perhaps causing irreparable damage, but if he didn’t do it now, what would happen to him anyway?

      He would die, wouldn’t he?

      He didn’t know what happened when he touched that orb, only that he had been transported into this strange place and surrounded by this strange power, along with Tamish.

      He pushed, and Tamish pushed back.

      The mental assault persisted. Torian tried to create some sort of protection around himself, but he didn’t feel as if he had his hands. He had no way of concentrating power, creating a pattern that he could use to defend himself. And that was another lesson that Aldrich had given him.

      You might not always have access to your hands to concentrate power.

      Could he use his mind?

      He tried, but Tamish was there. Everywhere. It seemed as if he had surrounded Torian, and the bright vibrancy all around him began to collapse. That pale white power started to dim.

      Somehow, Tamish managed to compress the power.

      If he succeeded, he would grab the power he wanted.

      Torian resisted, trying to draw on as much as he could, letting it swell inside of him. When he did, his throat closed. His lungs collapsed. Every part of his being seemed to cry out in pain. He couldn’t do anything.

      It brought him back to those days when he’d been helpless. Torian had started to feel as if he was not helpless. He had started to feel as if he might even be useful. But Tamish compressing his mind the way he was, squeezing the power around him, made Torian feel as if all of that had been little more than an illusion.

      The vibrancy started to fade. Worse, it didn’t even seem as if Tamish were paying attention to Torian anymore. He focused more on that brightness.

      Torian had become an afterthought.

      Dismissed.

      It was no different than how he had been dismissed from school.

      But there was power inside of him. Torian had found it and had known it, and he knew that he could draw on it now. All he had to do was open himself entirely.

      It was a danger. Aldrich had warned him that doing so would burn him internally and might be more than he could withstand. The alternative…

      That was worse.

      “Do you think you can stop what’s coming? Aldrich could not, so why would a child be able to manage it?”

      The words seemed to come from near him, though in the void, it was difficult for Torian to make much sense of them. There was a strange energy around him and the power that made it all very difficult.

      “What is coming?” Torian asked.

      He knew he shouldn’t. Engaging with Tamish wouldn’t do anything. All it would do would be to make it more likely that he’d give Tamish the time that he needed to overpower him.

      “Darkness. And I will be the light.”

      Darkness.

      Wasn’t that what Astrid claimed had come to her land?

      Could this be connected?

      She had said it wasn’t Rusav that had attacked her people, but she hadn’t known what it was. And if not Rusav…

      The pressure continued to build.

      Torian needed to find a way past it.

      He couldn’t let Tamish claim this power. Regardless of his reason.

      And whatever he claimed, he was after power—and Torian didn’t think that he should be allowed to reach it. Having seen what he and the rest of Rusav had been willing to do for that power, he knew better than to trust that Tamish would use power wisely.

      But I don’t want it either.

      He did want to keep Tamish from it.

      There might not be a way for him to do it, though he thought that he could find a way to keep Tamish from overpowering him. The heaviness within him was the key. Move that away, reach the power that he possessed, and find a way to draw upon more. That was what he needed.

      Torian focused on the weight.

      He tried a different technique. Not just heaving it to the side, but he also pushed from beneath, the same way he once did. He had to do what Aldrich had taught, and he had to somehow find a way to use power to push on that weight.

      He forced it up while also drawing on as advanced a stacked stone pattern as he could to try to shift that weight inside of him. It came slowly until a burst of power exploded inside of him before pouring through him.

      Then the darkness faded.

      Tamish turned his attention to Torian. “Perhaps you are better trained than he let on.”

      Aldrich had done very little to help train him. He had been trying to convince Torian how to…

      How to move the weight and reach the power of the Saith!

      That had been the lesson that Aldrich had wanted Torian to master. There had been other aspects, ways of commanding patterns when he had begun to draw upon more power than what he could realistically hold inside of himself, but what Aldrich had really wanted for Torian was for him to learn how to move the weight inside of him. Had he known that he was going to have to face Tamish?

      Aldrich would never have sent me after Tamish.

      Torian focused only on the power around him. It filled him, and he drew it into himself. Rather than trying to form a pattern, he simply expelled it the way that he had when Aldrich had bound him to the ground and when he had faced the soldiers while fearing for his life. It was an uncontrolled release of energy.

      And he pushed.

      Two things happened then.

      Power bloomed through him, and he sent it toward Tamish, forcing that heavy weight inside of him to remain ajar. Torian had no idea how long it was like that, the weight having shifted, but he felt enough energy inside of him that he could draw it through, and he pressed on Tamish.

      The other surprising thing that happened was it seemed as if the booming voice quieted. And focused its attention on Torian.

      There came a heaviness that reminded him of what he felt inside of him at all times. It tried to push down on him, constricting the power but failed. Finally, it changed directions as it flowed through him, through the pathways that Torian had formed. That power stretched out from him and burst upon Tamish.

      Tamish tried to resist, but he was forced free.

      Everything went quiet and still. Torian was alone and trapped inside of the strange pale white light with the other. He felt the words, though he couldn’t hear them or comprehend them, as he felt too feeble-minded against this vast entity. How could anyone want something like this?

      “Please,” Torian begged. “I don’t want this.”

      The booming voice faded.

      The power withdrew.

      And then the weight settled down upon Torian again.
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      REUNIONS

      When he opened his eyes, everything was dark. It was strange. Torian had gone from that brightness all around him to nothing but black night.

      And he wasn’t alone.

      For a moment, he panicked, and he tried to heave on that weight inside of him, thankful that there was a sliver still open, but he was too tired and could not reach for any power. He feared that Tamish was still there.

      “Relax,” Visthor said, his voice harsh.

      Torian blinked, and he tried to move his hands, which seemed to work. He brought them together. All he could muster was a primary pattern, which he created to let that power flow out of him and bloom against the night.

      Visthor loomed over him. His face was bloodied and bruised, his lips split, and yet he smiled at Torian. “Do good. Live.”

      “Tamish? Willa?”

      Torian knew Tamish was the prize, but Willa needed to face punishment.

      “Gone. Don’t know where. Disappear. Very strange.”

      “He was after power. He wanted to stop a darkness. Like what Astrid described.” Torian tried to move, but Visthor’s massive hand still pressed down upon him, holding him in place. “Let me up.”

      “Rest. You unconscious a long time. We deal later.”

      “Not unconscious. I was trapped inside of whatever that was,” Torian said.

      He rolled his head and tipped his hands so that he could see the pedestal and the orb. It had changed. Before, it had been a milky white, but now it looked like a dark gray rock. The runic markers on it had faded.

      “Aldrich?” Torian asked, his voice barely more than a whisper.

      “Gone,” Visthor said.

      “He slipped into a crack formed by Tamish,” Torian said. “I tried to get to him, but I wasn’t fast enough.”

      “Not your fault.” Visthor slipped his arms underneath Torian then and propped him up so that Torian could see.

      Sylvia was seated near the crack, legs crossed in front of her, hands pressed together. Torian didn’t have to even focus on any of his patterns to know that she was trying to use an advanced stacked earth technique.

      “Is he really gone?”

      “Sylvia think so. But she thought so before.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She thought Aldrich die once before.”

      Torian licked his lips. His mouth was dry. “The other Rusavians?”

      “Gone.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Gone,” he said again, much more forcefully this time.

      Torian just nodded.

      He looked around, feeling strangely at ease. And maybe that was a mistake. Maybe he shouldn’t be at ease given everything they had been through, but he had survived. Tamish was gone.

      “There is more,” Visthor said.

      “I don’t know how much more I can take.”

      “You come. We show.”

      Torian struggled to his feet.

      The wolf watched from nearby, but that wasn’t all. He noticed the black form of a raven perched on a nearby branch.

      Once he was up, the wolf disappeared.

      What did that mean?

      Had he somehow upset the wolf?

      He looked over to Visthor, who frowned. “I not know what it means. I am sorry. Wolf choose. Not speak.”

      And Torian didn’t know if the wolf had chosen to speak to him.

      He followed Visthor, the large man allowing him to lean on him as they walked through the ruins, past Sylvia, where Torian hesitated a moment. He forced his fingers into the primary earth pattern and then tried a first-tier pattern, pushing power out through his pathways and into the pattern to test for anything in that crack. He felt nothing. The emptiness was gone. He supposed that wasn’t surprising as the orb was likely the source of it, somehow. The runic patterns persisted, and he could feel the energy within them still pressing against him.

      But there was something else.

      “Some people,” Visthor said. “They were held. Look like sacrifice. Sylvia think for sahir power. Not successful.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You see.”

      Torian followed, and he reached a small section of stone where the runic patterns were far more numerous than they had been before. Within them, he could feel the overwhelming pressure working against him. There were a series of markings on the stone, and despite his fatigue, Torian used a stacked stone pattern, sliding into a second-tier pattern without realizing that he had pushed the weight to the side so that he could access more power, and probed through it. It seemed connected to where the milky white orb had been. More than that, there were others. At least four others, creating a star that surrounded the orb.

      “This isn’t the only one,” he said.

      “Very good. She had to find it.”

      “Sylvia?”

      “When you went off, she feel it. Much power. We not in time, but we stopped worse.”

      “Not in time for what?”

      Torian followed Visthor, and he saw a body lying next to the stone. A cylindrical object stabbed through the person’s chest. If Torian didn’t know better, he would’ve thought that it was a Blade, but it didn’t have the same patterns along the hilt as his Blade. He moved forward and then realized who it was.

      Heshian.

      His breath caught. “What?”

      “Dangerous use,” Visthor said. “Sylvia not see before, but Aldrich talk about. There were more. Four others.”

      “He’s from my town,” he said.

      “Jakob say that.”

      Visthor pointed, and he followed him to where five people were huddled.

      And Torian’s heart lurched in his throat. “Liana?”

      She had a bruise on one cheek, and her clothing was tattered, but she looked better than he would’ve expected. She raced to him, wrapping her arms around him in a tight hug.

      “How?” Liana asked.

      Torian looked around before his gaze settled back on Liana. “They didn’t tell you that I was here?”

      “Not until we know you live.”

      Torian sighed. “Thank you,” he said to Visthor.

      “No thanks. We will go soon. Need to get to Iliandar. They go there to learn. University. Sylvia say so. But you…”

      Torian never had thought that he would have the ability to go to the university until Rusav had attacked, destroyed his town, and forced him to find his own way. And now Torian thought that he had learned enough about how to move the weight inside of him so that he could consistently make the first and second-tier patterns. He believed that he would even have the strength to do the third-tier patterns, which meant that he possibly could study at the university.

      Was that what he wanted?

      For so long, that was all that he wanted.

      And yet, for so long, there had never been the real possibility that he could do that. Even now, the idea left him feeling small, helpless, but still, he wondered if it might not be possible.

      Now he wanted to know what was possible for him. Now he wanted to know whether he could truly be a valsahir.

      Torian looked to where Jakob was crouched next to Eliza. Then he looked to Visthor. He could stay with them. That was what Visthor suggested. Aldrich was gone, but Aldrich’s teachings were not.

      But Liana…

      As she looked up at him, he realized the answer was not quite as straightforward as it could be. They had both lost so much. Leven. And now their parents, though he doubted that Liana even knew that. He didn’t know what he would do.

      “Why don’t we make our way to Corsalt, and I will decide once we get there. In the meantime, I would appreciate you continuing to work with me.”

      “Of course.”

      Torian focused on the stacked stone pattern, pushing downward. He couldn’t tell anything from the orb, but somehow it was significant. The power he had felt there was like the power he felt when he shifted his weight. And it was that power Tamish had been after. Power like Torian’s.

      He didn’t know what he would decide in Corsalt, but he doubted answers would be there. Worse, though, the person who had the answers he might need had died.

      “What about the others?” Torian asked. “Jensen, especially.”

      “I don’t know what happened to him,” Liana said. “They sent him away. They claim he was chosen. I don’t know what that meant.”

      Chosen. Valsahir.

      Somehow Torian would have to help Jensen. He didn’t know how or if he could, but he needed to do it.

      He found Visthor watching him, along with Liana, and he forced a smile. “You won’t believe what I’ve learned when we were apart,” he said.

      She looked up, watching him. “What did you learn?”

      “To move the weight.”

      She frowned but didn’t ask any additional questions. Torian didn’t push. She was quiet, seemingly uncertain, or perhaps traumatized by what she had gone through. Sylvia, Visthor, and Jakob helped guide the rescued sahir through the trees, taking a slow roundabout path that felt empty without Aldrich. By the time they reached the wagons, it felt as if weeks had passed rather than just a day. And the wagons themselves were strangely quiet.

      “Something is wrong,” Sylvia said, motioning to Torian.

      He hurried forward, already trying to push on the weight inside of him, attempting to draw upon more power. It budged, giving him access to more than he had naturally and in a way that left him drawing upon considerable power. As he did, he readied that energy, wondering if he would have any limitations as he once did.

      “What is it?”

      “Where are the others?” Sylvia asked.

      Visthor was there, though Torian wasn’t sure what he might do. He had his Blade unsheathed, and he was creeping along the line of wagons.

      The only thought Torian had was about what had happened to Astrid.

      They checked each of the wagons, but Torian already knew what they would find.

      Astrid was gone.
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        Looking for more great fantasy?

      

      

      
        
          
            
          
        

        Kullen is the Emperor’s assassin. The sharp hand of justice. The Black Talon.
        Gifted a soul-forged bond with his dragon, Umbris, Kullen is tasked with hunting any and all who oppose the Empire.
        But when the secretive Crimson Fang murders two noblemen before his very eyes, Kullen must discover the truth of who they are and what they want. What he uncovers is a web of lies and deceit spiraling into the depths of Dimvein.
        Natisse, a high-ranking member of the rebellion known as the Crimson Fang, has no greater goal than to rid Dimvein of power-hungry nobles. Haunted by her past, fire, flames, and the death of her parents, she sets out to destroy the dragons and those who wield them as unstoppable weapons of destruction.
        Until she, too, finds herself buried beneath the weight of the revelations her investigations reveal...
        The Empire is under siege from within, and one man, dressed in black like the night, stands at the epicenter of it all.

      

      
        
        Get Black Talon Now!
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        Nothing lives forever. Not even the Gods...
        A clock hangs over the head of every mortal. Counting down to the inescapable day that the Goddess of Death claims them. That is the way of the world. The natural cycle of mortals. 
        The Gods, however, were said to live for forever. To exist so far outside of the natural laws of the universe that even their crimes can't be punished. But Knell Coba, at great cost, realizes this is nothing but another lie.
        The Gods can be tricked. They can be defeated. They can die. 
        To most, seeking the head of the Goddess would be the actions of a madman. But Knell knows that nothing exists forever. Together with his loyal crew, he can use his cunning and grow strong enough to get his revenge... no matter the cost...

      

      
        
        Get Advent of Eternity Now!
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        One bad roll catapults a group of friends into a new world...
        Five friends gather for their usual game night like they have hundreds of time before. But when they use a strange new die, they are instantly transported to a fantasy world where all gaming ideas can come true.
        Together, the party must join forces to deal with the vile Necrolord whose plans will not only threaten this world, but Earth as well. Should be easy for a team of lifelong gamers.
        However, when gaming and real life collide, there are situations which can't be anticipated. 
        Will Samo use science to solve all her problems? Will Wyatt always resort to violence? Will Bourbon discover lost treasure? Will Falcon restore his kingdom. Will Melf, the bard, find his pants?

      

      
        
        Get One Bad Roll Now!
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        For all our Aethon Books, visit our website.
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