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      Torian approached the holding cell with trepidation.

      He doubted that he was in any real danger. The protections that were placed on the holding cell were far too potent for anybody to be able to break through, though the university had believed that before and had been wrong. At least now, the university treated the Viper with a measure of respect, and a hint of fear, which Torian thought was probably the right strategy to take given that this person had the power to influence even while captured here.

      But what would happen to him?

      Professor Order stayed behind him, saying nothing, though Torian didn’t think that she needed to speak. He could feel her nervousness as well, though he suspected hers was for a very different reason. She didn’t say it, but Torian had begun to suspect that she had her own connection to the Viper, and it was one that left him wondering how much she was willing to acknowledge.

      “He can’t harm you here,” she said finally, giving him a slight nudge from behind.

      Torian glanced back. This section of the hall was completely dark, though much of that had to be tied to the way that Professor Order was using the shadow. He couldn’t see the pattern that she was using, but he felt as if there was some connection to it, something that he should be aware of, yet…

      He wasn’t.

      He took a deep breath, and he started forward, once again approaching the emptiness, knowing that was what he needed to do and that this was where he needed to go. The headmaster had made it clear that the Viper was fully secured and it was safe for Torian to come here. Otherwise, he knew that she would not have permitted this.

      “I know that he can’t harm me,” Torian said, and he focused straight ahead of him as he said it, feeling the weight inside of him and repairing for the possibility that he might need to shift some of that weight to draw on it. “It’s just…”

      Professor Order chuckled softly. “You don’t have to explain how you are feeling, as there are quite a few people in your circumstance who would be very unsettled. I’m just reminding you that he can’t harm you here. We have placed quite a few different runic markers that will ensure his captivity, and they diminish his access to that power. You do not have the same weakness. If something happens, you will be fine.”

      It was so logical, and yet it did very little to fully encourage him.

      He found his hand going to the slender hilt of the Blade of Wind, feeling his fingers along the surface of it as he focused, tempted to trigger it and extend the blade, as it was one more weapon that he could use against somebody like the Viper, but Torian did not.

      “All right,” he said, finally. “I’m ready.”

      He took a few steps more, and they reached a door where he found a series of other runic markers on it. Most of them were incredibly potent, and they would require somebody with incredible skill to make. Maybe somebody like Professor Noble, though even he may not have been included in this. Torian suspected that the headmaster had placed most of these herself, which was one more indication of her skill.

      But she had also shown him the sequence of patterns that he needed to trigger, along with the type of power that he needed to put into them in order for him to open the door. Taking a deep breath, he focused on the series and then pushed some of the hidden power inside of himself, a power that was connected to the Saith, out through his hand and into the trio of markers.

      It was unstructured Saith power.

      For somebody like the headmaster, she would have been able to open it using a series of different patterns, but they would’ve been advanced patterns that would have been beyond Torian’s ability, and because he could not make them like that—yet—he had to use unstructured power, which he thought was better anyway, as it was something that only he could do.

      He didn’t even know if Professor Order would’ve been able to open the door. Maybe with shadow, but in order to fully open the door, she would probably need to have access to more complicated patterns than only dark, which he didn’t know whether she possessed.

      A soft click, and then the door came open.

      “Don’t linger here too long.”

      “I’m not,” he said.

      “Do you want me to come with you?”

      “You aren’t coming in?” That was news to Torian, as he had believed that Professor Order had been planning on coming inside, so for her to wait outside was a different concern.

      “I intend to ensure that the door is secure. And if anything were to happen, I would provide a line of defense.”

      “More so than the blade masters inside?”

      “What I provide is quite different,” she said.

      He didn’t care for that, but he also wasn’t sure that there was anything different that he could do or say at this point, and so he just nodded, stepping inside the door, which closed with a tension rolling through him. A pair of men stood on either side of the hall, dancing in his direction. Both carried swords that were probably rune marked, but he suspected they were fully capable blade masters as well, expert martialists.

      “We were told that you were going to come,” the first man said. He had a mustache, silver eyes, and short cropped gray hair. “You don’t have to be too concerned about him. He hasn’t even tried to move.”

      Torian wasn’t sure how much the headmaster had shared with these men about the reason that he was here or what he might be able to learn from him, but he wasn’t about to make much of an issue of it, as he didn’t think that it would make that much difference, anyway.

      “He doesn’t try to break free?”

      The other man, slightly shorter and with a more muscular build, shook his head. “The headmaster placed the markings on the chains herself. He’s not breaking free of them. And we have others searching through the depths to ensure that we don’t have any other unwelcome visitors.”

      The depths.

      The way that he said it made it sound as if it were really some mild journey through the forest, but Torian had come to learn that the depths were a place buried beneath Corsalt and an ancient connection that linked many of the buildings. Most of the people in the city did not even know such a thing existed. Torian certainly had not prior to the attack. He wondered how many of the university instructors had known, either. The headmaster had brushed it off as if it were nothing of concern to her, and while it might not be overwhelmingly concerning to her, it did make Torian feel more uncomfortable with the security of the university.

      “Go on,” the tall, mustached man said. “We will keep an eye on you.”

      Torian stepped forward.

      The prison, such as it was, was different than the last time that he had seen the Viper imprisoned. There were bars like a traditional prison, but they were made of stone and metal, alternating one after another, with small slits in them. Runic markers were worked up the length of each of them, and they ringed a space containing the Viper inside of an otherwise empty room. Runic markers were placed on the ground as well, along with the walls and the ceiling, all of them designed to keep the Viper in place. He was held inside of the center of the bars, with his hands and feet shackled with what looked to be stone chains, though Torian wasn’t sure if they were actually stone or if that was something different. Regardless, there were runic markers all along the chains, as well, which kept the Viper in place.

      The Viper was an unassuming man. At least from a distance. Only when Torian felt the effect of his power, the overwhelming sense of valsahir magic, did he recognize just how dangerous he was.

      He approached carefully.

      The Viper was seated so that he looked toward one of the nearby walls and not toward the guards, though it did look as if he had some slack on the chains holding him so that he could shift his positions. Torian wondered how heavy those chains were and if it was difficult for him to move. He found himself also wondering how they managed to get food in there to him, as it seemed as if the stone and metal bars were a continuous and impenetrable circle around him. Maybe they had some other means of doing it.

      Magical, probably.

      As Torian approached, he felt his heart hammering. His hands were sweaty, and he wiped them on his jacket. He focused on the weight inside of himself, pushing it aside so that he could draw upon the power that he needed, assuming that he might need something. He was careful, nonetheless.

      “They send the cub,” the Viper said.

      He still didn’t turn to Torian, but for some reason, Torian felt as if his attention was fully upon him in a way that it had not been before. He exuded power, which seemed to creep along the stone before fading.

      How much had it cost him just to demonstrate that much?

      It would’ve been an enormous amount of valsahir power.

      And if he were testing the chains and getting an opportunity to keep pushing through that power, it left Torian thinking that maybe holding the Viper here was only giving him an opportunity to grow stronger. Torian certainly had felt something similar to that when he was working with his own weight inside of himself. By learning how to shift it, to find a way to push past the restriction that was there inside of him, he had found it increasingly easy to understand that power and to try to find his way free of it.

      “I figured that you would eventually come.” He looked over to Torian. He had a lean face, though Torian didn’t know if that was from his time in prison or if he was naturally lean. His eyes were intense, dark depths of black that were flecked with a bit of yellow. He had on a tattered brown shirt and pants, but he somehow made it look as if he were dressed in finery. “Do you think that I will share secrets with you?”

      Torian shrugged. He had been prepped for this meeting. Not only by the headmaster, who had been working with him on what he would do and say, but also by Sylvia, who had been worried for him, but she also had her own set of questions that she wanted him to ask the Viper. There were things that she needed to know that the Viper might be able to provide some answers—and perhaps closure—for. Even if Torian didn’t get the help that he wanted, there was a part of him that wanted nothing more than to try to help Sylvia find her own satisfaction.

      “I’m not asking you to share any secrets,” Torian said, trying to exude more confidence than he felt, “but I was told that you would be granted a few favors if you were to work with me.”

      The Viper snorted, and he glanced back toward the door and the pair of guards that were there. “Favors? Does she really think that she can control them when she is not here?”

      Torian looked over his shoulder. What were the men doing to him?

      “I don’t know that she intends to control anybody.”

      He jerked on the chains, holding them up for Torian to look at. “Not attempting to control? And what do you think this is?”

      The chains rattled, and for a moment, Torian was tempted to take a step back, but he steeled himself and stayed in place. He had stopped on top of a runic marker for a containment pattern, one that he thought might be beneficial if the Viper decided to attack, though he didn’t know if it would work quite like that. He had studied his runic markers and considered himself passingly skilled with them, but he didn’t have nearly the amount of knowledge—or experience—that the Viper would obviously have.

      “I think this is prison,” Torian said. “And considering what you have done—”

      “And what do you think I have done?” The Viper’s words dropped, and he leaned toward Torian, holding onto his chains.

      It relieved Torian to see that the Viper could only push forward a little bit, keeping him still about five feet away from the edge of the ring of stone and metal bars. Still, it felt as if the Viper were able to lean forward and managed to practically radiate a sense of power as he did, something that left him feeling unsettled.

      Torian scrambled to come up with an answer, but at this point, he wasn’t sure what the answer was supposed to be. He knew stories, but they were rumors and little more than that. There were the things that Sylvia had suggested that the Viper was responsible for, but at this point, Torian didn’t know how much of that was true and how much of it was what she believed.

      “Why don’t you tell me what you have done, then?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” the Viper said after a moment before yanking on the chains and turning away. He shook them for a moment, and then he settled back down, crossing his legs as he took a seat, staring at the wall. “None listen. Not in Navarin, at least.”

      “Do you think they would listen to more in Rusav?” Torian asked.

      He found himself drawn forward, and he stopped at the edge of the bars, not wanting to touch them, but also wanted to get close enough that he could see the Viper. The man didn’t turn his focus to Torian. It was almost as if Torian didn’t matter to him. And at this point, given what Torian knew, that was quite the likelihood.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said again.

      “You seemed awfully concerned about what I knew about your exploits. So why don’t you tell me? What did you do?”

      The Viper did look up at him, and as he did, there was another surge of what Torian could only think was valsahir power, as it seemed to flow out of him and into the chains, where it sputtered for a moment before fading. How would that feel? Torian couldn’t even imagine the difficulty that might be; then again, he also had lived with something like that for quite some time, knowing the power that was there and how it might impact him.

      “I’ve not done what they believe that I have, and I’ve done things that they would not believe.”

      “That’s not much of an answer,” Torian said.

      “That is all an answer that you will receive, cub.”

      Torian wasn’t sure what else to say to him. He wanted the Viper to teach him. He wanted somebody to help him understand the valsahir power. But if the Viper wouldn’t, what was Torian going to do?

      Nothing.

      Maybe he could watch, see how the Viper used his power, and see if there was anything within the way that he radiated that would help him understand if there was anything to be learned, but he doubted that he would be able to know much of anything. That wasn’t the way that this power worked. You couldn’t simply watch and learn anything.

      “You could tell me.”

      “There’s nothing that I could tell you that will make a difference. You can stay there, you can watch me, but I won’t provide you with anything that you want, cub.”

      Torian stood for a long moment, watching him, and yet, there was nothing but silence. He wasn’t going to say anything. And maybe that was all of the answer that Torian could get. But why?

      After a while, he headed back, where the shorter of the guards offered a bit of a grin. “Didn’t really expect much different.”

      “He hasn’t talked?”

      “Oh, he talks, but he doesn’t say much. We try to get him to tell us some things, and when she comes down here,” he said, making it quite clear to Torian from the emphasis that he had on the word that he meant the headmaster. “She tries to get him to share more, but he has been quiet. Not that I can blame him. I suppose if I was chained up, no way of reaching the Saith, I might not want to talk all that much, either.”

      Torian glanced back at the Viper and found the man still sitting there. At least he had said something to him, but Torian had been hoping to get more information. He had been hoping to gain some insight as to how to control his valsahir connection. Maybe what he had been hoping was beyond him.

      How could he get the Viper to share?

      When he pushed the door open, using a bit more of his valsahir power, he couldn’t help but feel as if the Viper were paying attention to the way that Torian was drawing on that power, and if so, maybe there was something in it that he might be able to use to convince the Viper that he wanted to teach Torian.

      Once outside, Professor Order looked at him. “So quick?”

      “He wasn’t willing to talk.”

      “We have that experience with him, as well. I think she was hoping that your presence might open him up. I did not think it was likely.”

      “Has he given any indication about what he might want?”

      Professor Order snorted. “What he wants is to be freed. What he wants is the same as anybody from Rusav, and that is to destroy Navarin.” She looked back at the door. “Now that you have that out of your system, we can resume our training.”

      “Out of my system?”

      Professor Order nodded. “I told the headmaster that you needed to deal with this so that you could throw yourself in your studies in full. She agreed, but I think she was a little more hopeful than I was about the outcome. Regardless, now that you have seen that he is not going to provide you with what you were hoping, we can continue our studies. There is much that you still need to learn about the variants of dark, and then we can begin to teach you more about the complex patterns.”

      She started off down the hall, and Torian hesitated a moment, looking back at the door leading to the cell holding the Viper for following her.

      He didn’t think that he had anything out of his system. How was he going to get the Viper to talk to him?
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      “I still can’t believe you went down there by yourself.” Sarah sat across from him in the main hall library, which was a little bit busier today than it had been in quite some time. There were a few students at a nearby table and even a librarian who was busy shelving books. That was unusual in Torian’s experience.

      “Well, it’s not exactly like I was down there alone. I had Professor Order, and there were a pair of guards inside.”

      He had told Sarah everything about his experience, as he had wanted somebody else at the university to understand what he was going through. It had taken him time to confide in her about his valsahir connection, partly because Torian wasn’t even sure what to make of that himself, especially given what he saw of those who had considerable sahir potential while at the university.

      “Still,” she said, brushing a strand of blonde hair out of her eyes and looking up at him. “Isn’t he terrifying?” She shivered and leaned close to him. “I’ve heard stories.”

      “That’s just it,” Torian said, “stories. What if that’s all they are?”

      “Only a few minutes with him, and he’s already convinced you that what you’ve heard are nothing but stories?”

      Torian started to smile. “It’s not quite like that,” he said, with a bit more of a grin. “It’s just that I realized something when I was with him. I really don’t know anything more than stories.”

      “So you intend to become some sort of scholar about the Viper?”

      “Not exactly,” Torian said, “but I do think that it makes sense for me to at least ask the questions, don’t you? Figure out what people know and whether there is anything that we might learn about him.”

      “We?” She leaned back, crossing her arms. “Now I have to be some sort of a scholar about the Viper?”

      “Only if you want to, but I did think that it would be helpful to have you involved, partly because you are better at some of these things than I am.”

      “You’ve got that right,” she said, chuckling. “Well. I suppose we could start with talking to some of the instructors, but…” She watched him. “I have a feeling that you have something else in mind?”

      “I’m going to talk to the headmaster about it,” he said.

      He grabbed a book off the stack that she had guided him and flipped it open. These were a series of runes that they needed to have mastered for their next class with Professor Noble, and Torian needed to take more time to go through them because, increasingly, he felt as if he needed to throw himself fully into his studies so that he could maximize the opportunities that were available to him here at the university. Eventually, Torian thought that he was going to have to leave the university, but he wanted to do so with as much knowledge as possible.

      But the problem he had was that he wasn’t sure where he would go once he left the university. There was supposedly a place where he could learn about becoming a valsahir, but for him to learn what he wanted, Torian had to believe that he needed the experience here so that he could learn more about the different types of powers that were available, as well.

      “You’re just going to go to the headmaster?”

      Torian shrugged. “She’s the one who sent me down there in the first place, so I feel like that’s reasonable. Why?”

      “It’s just that most people don’t go to the headmaster. Well, I suppose most people aren’t quite like you,” she went on, and she leaned close, taking a deep breath as she did. “So maybe you do just go to the headmaster. What about the people that you traveled with? What might they know?”

      “Sylvia doesn’t like to talk about it,” Torian said. “And Visthor… Well, I haven’t gone to him yet, either.” He frowned, scratching at his chin. “Maybe I should.”

      Visthor was often a source of information that he wouldn’t get from Sylvia. And given what they had been through, it was probably time for him to go to Visthor. Maybe even more to Sylvia, though she may not want to say that much to him.

      “How much longer are they going to stay in Corsalt?” she asked.

      Torian frowned at the question but realized that it was a good one. At this point, he didn’t know how much longer Sylvia and Visthor, and the others were going to stay here. They traveled. Torian hadn’t asked her specifically, though, which was something that he probably should have done.

      “I haven’t even considered it yet,” he said. “I probably should have, but I was focused on everything else.”

      “Well, I only bring it up because you told me that they were helping clear the creatures around the city, but now that it is less of an issue, what do you think they are going to do?”

      He didn’t know. And she was right. He probably should have been giving that some thought before, as it had been the only reason that Sylvia and Visthor had presumably stayed. Maybe they would leave now, and if they did, he wasn’t sure how he felt about that. He suspected that his sister would want to go with Sylvia.

      Could he let her go?

      If she stayed in Corsalt, Torian didn’t necessarily have the time that she needed of him. He had promised to work with her, along with some of the others that were still not quite ready to come to the university, to train them and get them more prepared for possible entry to the university, but he had neglected that aspect of what he had intended, as well.

      “I didn’t mean to upset you,” she said.

      “You didn’t. It’s just that you did give me something to think about.”

      She looked as if she wanted to say something more but didn’t. They fell into a quiet, both of them studying, before they needed to depart for their advanced runes class. When they headed into the class, Torian paused for a moment. He looked at Sarah, who frowned at him.

      “Where are all of these people coming from?”

      “Well,” Sarah said, stepping off to the side as another student entered behind them, a dark-haired young man who Torian didn’t recognize, “ever since the creatures have been cleared for the forest, more students have started coming back to the university. Corsalt is… Well, I suppose he would say that Corsalt is getting busier again. Have you spent much time in the city itself?”

      Torian shook his head. “After what happened, I’ve been distracted.”

      Sarah started to smile. “I would think that you would want to spend more time in the city. You would see it if you did. More shops are opening up again. People are returning to their homes. The markets are getting busy, sort of like they used to when the city was normal. Everything is coming back to normalcy.”

      “So soon?”

      “The attack was a while ago now,” Sarah said. “And some of these people don’t have any place to go.”

      Torian understood that, as he didn’t have any place that he could go.

      “I’m sure the headmaster told you that our classes were emptier than usual. This is more like normal.” She motioned for him to follow; they took a seat near the front of the class. In the past, Torian had come to class, and there had been a dozen students, and while there had been more who had returned over the time that Torian had been at the university, there had never really been that many. Now there had to be nearly two dozen students in the class. Most of them were around his age, he suspected, though he didn’t know if that was true or not. “Don’t worry. It actually gets easier when there are more people here. They have to slow down a little bit.”

      “I don’t want them to slow down,” Torian said.

      The idea that he would slow down the pace of what he was learning was a problem for him, as Torian wanted to throw himself into everything, including these runes, to know as much as possible about how to control his Saith potential. Maybe the runes weren’t the right focus for him, though. They were useful to learn, as there were different ways of holding power through runes than what he could use otherwise, but it was learning the different variants of the patterns that might be the most effective for him, especially when it came to understanding how to control the sahir aspect of his power.

      Professor Noble stood in front of them. “So many students today. It is wonderful to have things getting back to a sense of normalcy, isn’t it? I would like to start by welcoming all of you back to class, and I suspect many of you have not been studying your runes in the time that you have been away. I will take it slowly to begin with, especially since we have just finished exams, and I know that the rest of your classmates have been busy and want to recuperate.” He swept his gaze around the room, smiling as he did. Torian wished that he could tell Professor Noble that he didn’t need to slow anything down. He wanted to better understand the runes, especially the runic markers that he had seen the headmaster placing. “We should plan ahead, though. We are going to follow a more traditional path now that class is getting back to the way that it should, so I would encourage all of you to study the required reading. If anybody needs those works, I will write them here, and you can take notes.”

      He turned to the chalkboard, and he began to write down a series of books. Torian had already been through most of them, but partly that was because when he had been injured by the willowtrush and hadn’t been able to use his Saith connection effectively, he had nothing to do other than study. It had been useful, but it also had been incredibly boring for him, as well. It had, however, given him a bit more insight into the different types of runes that were found all throughout the university.

      “Now, we should begin. We will talk about the sequence here, how these sequences transition through various aspects of the Saith, and how you can follow a single runic marker and use that to add elements to it.

      Torian sat back and watched Professor Noble but then noticed something. What he was talking about with the runic markers was not altogether dissimilar to what he learned about the patterns with variants.

      That was interesting.

      “Does it matter which variant of the patterns you used to power these runes?” Torian asked.

      Professor Noble paused for a moment, and some of the others in the class turned to him. Those who had been in the class before had been around him, and they knew that Torian was a bit inexperienced, but those who were new to class wouldn’t know that. Somebody, a short, redheaded girl, started to snicker, looking at him with obvious irritation.

      Thankfully, it seemed as if Professor Noble rescued him. “That is a great question, Mr. Ranth. And it does tell me that your independent study with Professor Order has helped you perceive these differently.”

      Torian wasn’t sure how he felt about Professor Noble announcing to the class that he was doing independent study with Professor Order, but maybe it didn’t matter. Some of the other students watched him for a different reason then.

      “But yes, to answer your question, it does make a difference which variant you use when you power these. And the combination gives a series of different possibilities. As you have likely surmised, these different runes are descended from different variants, though even in that, there are other aspects which you can continue to learn about and which we will continue to focus on throughout your time at the university. For the rest of you, I would suggest memorizing. For those of you who already know a few variants, I would encourage you to try to detect which rune goes with which variant.” He looked at Torian for a moment and then smiled.

      “Careful,” Sarah whispered to him, leaning close, “you’re going to end up in independent runes study, as well.”

      “Would that be so bad?”

      “Oh, I have a feeling that Professor Noble can be a bit of a demanding instructor,” she said with a bit of a smile.

      They finished class, and everybody started filing out, but Professor Noble raised a hand, motioning to Torian to wait. Sarah caught his eye, and there was a bit of a smirk as she did.

      Once everybody had left, Torian debated the best strategy. “I’m sorry, Professor Noble, for interrupting your class.”

      “Oh, there’s no problem with that,” Professor Noble said. “In fact, it is unusual for first-year students to recognize that the runes are tied to variants. We typically focus on standards, but we start to apply the variants to the runes as students gain experience. I wanted to talk to you about your experience with Professor Order. I understand that you have been working with her on dark patterns?”

      Torian nodded. “The headmaster wanted me to have some independent study,” he admitted.

      “A worthwhile pursuit. And I do think that Professor Order is an interesting voice, one who will likely help you progress quickly with dark patterns.”

      Torian was curious why he had chosen the word interesting but decided not to pursue that.

      “I asked you to stay after because if you have made the connection between the variants and the runes, I challenge you to trace out some of the connections to the dark variants as you work through them with Professor Order.”

      “We haven’t studied too many of the dark runes in class,” Torian said.

      “Not exactly,” he said and smiled at Torian. “But we have begun our focus, and I do believe that you and Ms. Farin have spent quite a bit of time in the library, where you can find any of the answers yourself. Consider this another form of independent study.”

      Torian frowned at that but wasn’t going to argue, as he did want to be pushed, didn’t he? He felt as if he needed to be pushed. He needed to progress. He was valsahir.

      He might not fully understand what that meant, but he did think that it involved him gaining a greater insight about the kind of power that he could use and trying to learn it so that he could help Navarin. Wasn’t that the entire purpose of him learning about becoming a valsahir and learning about what that meant for him?

      “Do you have any particular texts that you think are better than others?”

      “That is a wonderful question. I would suggest these,” Professor Noble said, turning to the chalkboard, and he wrote a few more names of books there. Torian pulled a slip of paper out of his bag and wrote them down. “I warn you, they can be a bit dense, so they will be more complicated than what I recommend for reading for first-year students, but I have a feeling that you will be able to pick up on the salient points.”

      “Thank you, Professor Noble,” Torian said.

      The professor turned and began to gather his belongings, which allowed Torian the opportunity to slip away, and found Sarah waiting in the hall with him.

      “What was that about?”

      “I think you’re right.”

      “What?” she asked with a bit of a smile. “Did he offer to take you under his wing? I could see Professor Noble wanting you to join him with independent study.”

      “No, not exactly,” Torian said. “Instead, he wants me to work on my own and to try to come up with some of the variants for dark and how they fit with the runes.”

      “Oh. That’s not too bad. And besides, I think we should probably be doing that, anyway. I know several different variants as well, so we can piece it together as we study. You never know how it might be useful.”

      “Will it, though?” Torian asked, looking over toward the door, where Professor Noble still hadn’t come out. “If we know of these variants, I still don’t know how it’s going to make that much difference with the kind of things that we’re going to do with the runes, but—”

      “It’s just more that we can understand,” she said. “And I thought you, of all people, would like that.”

      He took a deep breath, letting it out, and then nodded. She was right. He wanted that.

      Besides, he was the one who wanted to pick up the pace of his learning.

      “Should we head back to the library and begin?”

      “There’s something I need to do first,” he said.

      “What?”

      “I think I need to talk to Visthor about the Viper. And maybe Sylvia, but I don’t know what she might tell me.”

      “Do you want me to come with you?”

      “You can. Are you sure you want to?”

      “Why wouldn’t I want to?”
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      It felt strange heading out of the city, especially with Sarah, given what he had been through and what he knew that the city had been through lately. They moved carefully, quietly, both talking about classes, upcoming tests, and neither of them really wanting to focus on much else at this point. She seemed increasingly nervous as they neared the edge of the city.

      “You haven’t been out here since that day, have you?” he asked Sarah, glancing over to her.

      She shook her head. “I haven’t wanted to. And, to be honest, I didn’t know if I should come out here. This is really your place. Well, your people’s place.”

      “It’s really not. I don’t know how to describe it, but I only traveled with them for a little while. And…” It felt strange to say, but it was true. “I’ve been at the university for longer than I traveled with them. I might’ve had a stronger type of reaction during the time that I was with them, but I don’t know where I’m connected.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know,” Torian said, shaking his head. “I suppose it means that I feel a little disconnected from the world. Losing my home village took something from me. I still struggle to process that. Means that I don’t have a place to go back to. And Sylvia and Visthor became home to me, if only for a little while. Maybe they still are, in some respects.”

      He felt as if they cared about him, so there was not much, at least. And his sister was here. That had to matter.

      “I get it.” When he looked over to her, she shrugged. “Maybe not in the same way as what you went through, but I came to the city when I was young. I don’t really have a home, not the way that you do or did, and so my time in the city sort of became mine. I know it doesn’t really make sense to you, who has been dealing with things a little bit differently than I have, but it is my truth.” She smiled at Torian. “So you can make the university and Corsalt your home. That is if you want it.”

      Torian forced a smile. He wasn’t sure what he wanted. At this point, he thought that he knew what it was going to look like, but every time he thought about what his future life would be, he found himself confused.

      He was valsahir.

      That alone made things confusing to him, and for him, in a way that made it so that he had no idea what it would be like for him. What would it mean for him to serve Navarin as valsahir? Could he ever really find a home anywhere?

      And what would it mean for Liana?

      Maybe that was the hardest thing for him. Worry for his sister occasionally incapacitated him. He had fought so hard to try to find her, and now they were all that the other had left.

      Only Torian realized that he was being a terrible brother, as he had not spent that much time with Liana ever since they had ended up in Corsalt. He had promised her that he would work with her, and somehow, he was going to have to figure out what that would look like and how he could be the brother that he had promised her. But Torian didn’t know how to be that person, nor did he know how to make time for that, given everything that he was supposed to be doing with the university.

      “You fell silent again,” Sarah said, looking over to him.

      “I was just thinking about my sister.”

      “I’d like to meet her. At least, like to meet her if you want me to.”

      “Why wouldn’t I want you to meet her?”

      “I don’t know. You have a bit of a tendency to be touchy about things like that. I get it, as I can’t imagine what it’s like to have lost everybody and everything that you have, but I also think that it’s helpful for you to have those who know you.”

      She watched him, and for the first time, he realized something.

      He should’ve seen it before, as he had been spending so much time with Sarah that it was inevitable that a connection would form between them. But he tended to be oblivious about such things. Jakob would likely tease him about it, as well. And in this case, he would’ve been right to do so.

      “I would love it if you would meet her.”

      They passed beyond the edge of the city. Now that they were out on the road leading to and from Corsalt, Torian frowned. He hadn’t been out here in the better part of a week, ever since they had pushed back the dangerous attack on the city, and in that time, quite a bit had changed. The feeling here was certainly no different than it had been before.

      The trees that were growing in the forest that created a suppression field for him were still there, though Torian at least knew what they were, and he understood what purpose they had, and yet, he wasn’t sure if knowing about that would make a difference or how he learned to use his valsahir connection. Perhaps it would strengthen him. Having an opportunity to work against a weight like that may give him the same benefit as he had when he was younger, trying to master how to draw upon that power in the first place. Now that he understood what he had to do with it and how to shift that weight, he had a measure of control over that he wouldn’t have had before. It was possible that if he were to continue to work against a weight caused by the perimeter of trees that he would eventually get stronger and stronger, so that it would take less and less effort on his behalf for him to shift the restriction inside of himself.

      He still didn’t have a good idea about the source of the restriction, nor did he have any idea about who had placed it—and Torian still felt as if somebody had placed it—but he thought that he could work with it and perhaps even work against it.

      “There are so many moving here,” he said.

      There was a wagon caravan coming to the city, and now there were people that were heading away from the city, as well. In the distance, he caught sight of even more people. Corsalt looked like what he remembered it looking like when he had been younger and had come to the city with his father.

      “It’s taken a while,” Sarah said. “It’s why the classes have taken some time to build back up. I figured that you would’ve known that.”

      “I didn’t have any experience with classes before all of this, so I don’t know how I could have known about that.”

      She chuckled. “I suppose not. And given everything that we have been dealing with here, it is likely that it will take more time than we think that it would to build back to the way it once was, but I do think that eventually… Well, I think eventually it’s going to get back to the way that it needs to be and the way that everything should be.”

      “It’s strange, isn’t it?” he said. “After all of this, we will eventually just get back to normal. After the Rusav conflict, as it was.”

      She snorted. “You don’t have to sound so cantankerous about it.”

      “Well, I don’t know how else to feel about it, as it just feels like there was so much.”

      “Well, you aren’t wrong. It is quite a bit, but you have to understand the reason that they treated the way that they did. If they give it too much prominence, then—”

      “Then people see Rusav for the danger that they are.”

      “How does it change things for them?” Sarah asked, looking over to him. “If people know that Rusav came, destroyed towns and villages and that they continue to pose a threat, what will they do? Will they return to their lives?”

      “Eventually,” he said.

      “Eventually,” she agreed. “But in the meantime, people will hide, or power, or just stop living. And how does that help Navarin?” She shrugged, looking along the road. “I’m not saying it’s good or bad, but as long as Rusav isn’t attacking, we want people to live, don’t we? And I suspect that the university, and those within the Navarin military, will still make other preparations.”

      “You’ve given this quite a bit of thought.”

      “Actually,” she said, smiling at him, “we had quite a bit of conversation about it after the initial attack. I felt quite a bit like you,” she went on, shrugging, “and wanted to know why we were downplaying the attack on the city. After it was cleared, it felt almost as if the professors didn’t care. I knew that wasn’t true, and I knew that they did care. It was just that it felt wrong.” She shrugged. “But we had conversations, at all levels, and with all of the students who remained in Corsalt, and it gave me a different way of looking at things. Sometimes we hide things from the people that we care about, and we do it because we know that it’s necessary for them. In this case, the university is keeping as much as it can from those who aren’t powered enough to be able to do anything about them. It is so that the people of the city can live and thrive, and yet, that doesn’t stop the professors, including the headmaster, from placing more and more protections around the city. I don’t suppose you have seen those?”

      “I’ve seen them,” he said.

      “Then you know all of the steps that have been taken.”

      It made a certain sort of sense, even if Torian didn’t necessarily like it.

      He followed the road and still didn’t see any sign of Visthor or Sylvia and the wagons. It wasn’t until he saw tracks leading off the road, heading into the forest, that he veered away, heading deeper into the forest. Sarah went quiet as they passed into the trees.

      Torian tried to reassure her. “There isn’t anything dangerous here.”

      “That we know of,” she said. “But it was dangerous here before. We don’t know if any of the creatures have remained.”

      “They probably do,” he said. She paled. “But it does you no good to be afraid of them, much like you were just saying. These are creatures, and we can handle them. I know that we can. Because I can handle them.”

      She snorted. “You have made it quite clear that you are capable in ways that I am not. And your ability to handle something does not mean that I have the same ability to do that. In fact, I think that it means that I probably don’t have the same ability as you do what you are already doing.”

      “I think that you are underselling your capabilities.”

      “Underselling?” She frowned at him. “How is that underselling?”

      “Well, I know that while you might not have any martial theory experience, you are still plenty capable, and I wouldn’t put it past you to be fully equipped to handle almost anything.”

      “I appreciate your vote of confidence, but I’m not sure that I share in your assessment.”

      “And I’m not sure that I agree with you not sharing my assessment,” he said.

      She looked up at him, shaking her head. “You can be difficult.”

      “I know.”

      They reached the wagons, and while there were no further difficulties and no dangerous creatures, that didn’t stop her from sweeping her gaze around, looking around as if she were going to find something deadly dangerous near them. Torian didn’t have any idea what they might encounter here, but even as he picked his way forward and as he started looking for Sylvia, he didn’t see her.

      He did, however, find Invat. He was an older man and looked as if he had once had Visthor’s eyes but had diminished somewhat in the intervening years. His eyes were kind, however. He was working near one of the wagons, carving a long, slender piece of wood, though Torian couldn’t tell what he was shaping it into.

      “Is Sylvia here?”

      “Nah,” he said, shaking his head and waving his hand off into the distance. “She and Visthor and Jakob went sweeping through the trees. Too many dangerous things still creeping about, you see. And there’s been some temples destroyed.”

      “Where?” Torian asked, feeling like that would be a strange thing for Rusav to attack. But maybe it wasn’t Rusav attacking.

      “Nothing to worry about. Just your usual creepy crawlies. Rusav-type things, you know. Not the kind of thing you want to deal with. That is unless you like something to torment you.”

      “Invat…”

      “Oh, I was just having a spot of fun. They aren’t here. They have been sweeping through the trees, but it’s been quiet. Whatever happened with the Viper…” He shrugged, looking at Torian for a long moment as if waiting to see what he might say, though Torian didn’t have much of an answer for him. “Anyway, they shouldn’t be long.”

      “I can wait,” he said.

      “I can put you to work.”

      “Actually, I need to visit with my sister, assuming that she’s still here.”

      “Aye,” Invat said. “That one isn’t going anywhere. She’s stubborn. I like her.”

      “I’m sure you do.”

      Torian stepped away, and Sarah glanced back at Invat as they made their way along the row of wagons, glancing into several of the open wagon doors.

      “Why does he like your sister? Should that bother you?”

      Torian shook his head. “Oh, that’s just Invat. It doesn’t bother me because I know that the reason that he likes my sister is because she is stubborn. He said one time that it reminded him of his own daughter.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “I don’t know. And he doesn’t talk about it. So I don’t push.” Torian shrugged. “When you travel with wagons like these, you learn not to push on certain things because…” He shrugged again. “Well, mostly because you learn that there are certain things that people don’t like to talk about.”

      “I didn’t know,” she said softly.

      He found the wagon where his sister was, and the door was open, with her sitting inside, her legs crossed, with three other students gathered around her. From what he could tell, Liana was actually teaching them. He smiled at that. She had her dark hair pulled back with a length of yellow ribbon, and she was wearing a green dress, but it was a size or two too large for her. She looked happy, almost.

      Torian stood off to the side, listening for a few moments.

      “Sylvia tells us that we need to focus on the runes because they are incredibly important with the university.”

      “You told us that the last time,” one of the others said, sitting in front of her.

      “And every other time that we have talked,” another said.

      “Well,” Liana went on, “that doesn’t change anything. We need to work on runes because they are important.”

      “She’s not wrong,” Sarah said, her voice dropping to a whisper. “That was surprising to me when I first came to the university, after all. I didn’t realize that there was so much emphasis placed on them.”

      “It’s tied to the difference between our kind of knowledge”—well, the knowledge of the sahir versus a valsahir, but Torian didn’t say that—“and that of Rusav. They don’t focus on the runes as much as we do, which gives us an advantage in that there are certain things we can do with runes that they cannot, and they don’t even understand.”

      “I still don’t know what to make of them,” she said. “I get that there is power and knowledge to them, but…”

      “But,” Torian said.

      As he stood off to the side, listening for a few moments, he was curious as to what else Liana might have to say. When he had still been in Sarot, his sister had never been the studious type. She was naturally gifted, which gave her a bit of advantage, but she had never been one to work at her ability, which had always sat her behind in Torian’s eyes. He had known that she could’ve been so much more and could have done so much more had she been willing to take the time, and the effort, to understand the different types of patterns and the way that she could use them, but for her, it had never been a pursuit of the sahir power, and she hadn’t particularly cared about reaching for the Saith magic at all. Not at all like Torian.

      Maybe that was because Torian could not reach it, that he had wanted to do so even more. But as he stood off to the side, listening, he found himself marveling at the way that his sister described the runes, the patterns, and how they represented different forms of the Saith and how they reflected upon different aspects of power.

      Sarah leaned close, dropping her voice to a whisper. “She really is a natural. She’s explaining things in ways that I never would have considered when I was her age. I thought you said that she—”

      Torian raised a hand, cutting her off, as he didn’t want her to say anything about Liana’s abilities, especially in case Liana might be overhearing. He leaned in. “She never put much effort into it before, but I am thrilled that she’s putting effort in now.”

      He stood off to the side for a few moments, listening, and when she finally realized that he was there, she flashed a wide smile.

      “Well, it looks like we have a student from the university—maybe two—here to teach us.” She grinned, and there was something mischievous about it, something that reminded Torian of when they were younger and when she had been the one to get him in trouble. And unlike then, this time Torian didn’t mind so much. “Maybe we see what my big brother has to teach.”
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      Torian and Sarah had gone through the ruins, though in reality, there was not much that he needed to do to explain things beyond what his sister had already done because the way that she had explained the runes that they were working on was actually superior to what Torian might have been able to explain to them. He was tempted to reveal the distinction between variants and how they applied to the runes, as he knew that Sylvia worked with some of the variants but decided against it. It was best for them to memorize the runes for now, and they could apply that information later. When they were done, Liana grinned at him.

      “It’s good to see you, big brother. Who’s your friend?”

      “This is Sarah,” he said. “She’s a fellow student.”

      Liana made a show of bowing to her, and when she looked up, she winked at Torian.

      “Torian doesn’t bring girls this way. I think he’s embarrassed of us.”

      “Liana…”

      “Not that I can blame him. Look how far he’s come from such humble beginnings. He doesn’t remember what life was like when he traveled in the wagons, venturing from town to town, village to village, entertaining the locals while we plied our trade, hoping for just meager scraps.”

      Torian shook his head. “How are you?”

      “I’m as well as I can be,” she said. “Sylvia has been teaching, though I suppose you know that.”

      Torian nodded. “I am going to spend more time working with you. I know that I promised that I was going to help you move along with your lessons, and—”

      “Do you think that I’m mad at you?”

      “I… Well, I don’t know. I figured that you might be upset that I haven’t been spending that much time with you.”

      “Sylvia told me that you had quite a bit on your plate, as it were. A new student, trying to catch up, and I think that the headmaster had given you some difficult assignment of sorts.” She watched him, and Torian nodded, figuring that was a reasonable way of describing his independent study. “So don’t think I’m upset with you. This is what you wanted, isn’t it?”

      “In a way,” he said.

      She started to laugh. “In a way? I thought this was exactly what you wanted. You were always talking about the university and mooning over the students who managed to make it or others who were about to make it… Oh. I’m so sorry.”

      He shook his head. “It’s okay.”

      “What?” Sarah asked.

      “It’s nothing,” he said softly.

      “It’s something,” Liana said. “We need to remember what they did, what they took from us, and what they still take from us. Jensen. You can remember him. I know that you do. I know that you cared about him.”

      “Who was he?”

      “A young student at the local school,” Torian said, glancing over to his sister and wondering why she was pushing him like this. Maybe it was necessary. He did need to think about Jensen. He did need to remember all that Rusav had taken from him and his people, and his town, and he did need to remember what else they might still take from him. “He had potential. More than I did, or at least I thought he did. Maybe enough to be…” He shrugged, shaking his head. Maybe Jensen could have been valsahir. Maybe there were more, others like Jensen, others who had that potential but had been taken away before they had an opportunity to learn and before Navarin had a chance to train them. “When our village was attacked, he was taken. We don’t know what happened to him.”

      “Oh,” Sarah said, covering her mouth and her eyes widening. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “How could you? I don’t talk about that.”

      “You should,” Liana said. When Torian shot her a look, she shrugged at him. “Sylvia and Visthor talk about that. They tell us that there are certain things that you should keep inside. We have all been through quite a bit.” She swept her hand back toward the wagon where the other students were still seated, still working through their runes. As far as Torian had been able to tell, this seemed to be a typical occurrence for them, where they would sit and study and work and learn, much like a makeshift school in the middle of the forest. “Think about everything that we have done and everything that we have been through. You don’t have to let it define you, but you also don’t have to ignore it and pretend that it didn’t happen. It happened. And you have to feel because if you don’t feel, and if you bottle it up, it’s going to change you, and it’s going to change what you can be and how you can be.”

      Torian snorted. “Look at you having such wisdom.”

      “You don’t need to mock me,” she said.

      Torian shook his head. “I’m not mocking. I’m telling you the truth. You speak wisdom. I do need to think about these things, and I do need to embrace what I went through, and remember the past, remembering what we had been through, remembering what I am supposed to be and what I’m supposed to do, and…” He looked over to Sarah. “I’m sorry. I know that he didn’t come out here wanting to get into this.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “It’s just…”

      “Torian doesn’t like to talk about such things,” Liana said. “He can be quiet. I think it’s when we lost our brother. He always had to be the strong one, and he thought that he needed to take care of me, but he was never as good at the sahir training. At least, he never used to be as good at this as he is now. And that made him frustrated.” She grinned at him. “Do I have that about right?”

      “The only thing that really frustrated me was the fact that you were not taking the opportunity to study as diligently as you could have. You had potential, and I didn’t like the idea that you were going to waste that potential.”

      “I never wanted the same things that you did. I didn’t even want the same things that Leven did. Then again, I didn’t know him all that well, not like you did, so I don’t even know what he wanted.”

      “He wanted to come to the university,” Torian said. She fell silent, and he looked down at the ground, not wanting to meet Sarah’s eyes. He hadn’t spoken of his brother in a while, but he thought about him often. He motivated Torian. At least, he had always motivated him because knowing about what had happened to his brother, especially more that he learned about it, he found himself wanting to try to honor his memory, to try to be the person and to understand the power, that he should have known about all those years.

      And yet, Torian didn’t know if that was fair.

      “Did you come for Sylvia?” Liana asked, thankfully rescuing him from those thoughts. “I don’t know where she is, and I don’t know when she’ll be back. She left a couple of hours ago. She usually goes out for a few hours in the morning, and then Visthor goes out in the afternoon, taking the wolves with him. Jakob often goes with Visthor. He’s getting really good with the sword.”

      “I’m not surprised,” Torian said.

      “Well, he says that you were getting pretty good with it, too, and he wanted to be better than you. The two of you have this weird competitiveness.”

      “It’s not competitiveness, and it’s not weird.”

      “Well, it seems weird to me,” she said, frowning. “Anyway, big brother, I don’t suppose you would want to show me a few new tricks? I’m getting pretty good with the third-tier patterns these days.”

      Torian looked along the length of the wagons. He had come to talk to Visthor and Sylvia, to try to get some information about the Viper, but without them here, he wasn’t just going to leave. Besides, he had promised Liana that he was going to work with her.

      Looking over to Sarah, he shrugged. “What do you say? Are you open to teaching a bit more?”

      She started to smile. “Actually, I kind of enjoy it. It’s a nice change of pace from the university, where we have to rush through things. I miss… Well, I think I miss a lot,” she said, dropping her voice to a whisper.

      “Did you lose your village, as well?”

      “In a way,” Sarah said.

      Liana shot Torian a pointed look as if daring him to challenge that, which he decided not to. This was his sister, and he didn’t want to make a big deal about it, but the experiences that they had and that they had been through, or quite a bit different than what Sarah had been through. She had willingly chosen to come to Corsalt, wanting to understand the power that she had and studying with a mentor so that she could continue to improve. They had not had that opportunity.

      But it was probably for the best that he not push it, as he didn’t want to upset Sarah, and he certainly didn’t want to make a big deal of it in front of Liana, who would make a big deal of it for Sarah.

      “Why don’t we go through some of the basics of alternate patterns,” he said.

      Sarah shot him a look. “You want to do variants?”

      “I think that’s going to be helpful.”

      “It’s an unusual approach.”

      “Well, it’s the way that Sylvia teaches,” Liana said. “At least, I think it is if that’s what you are going to show me.”

      She proceeded to demonstrate the primary patterns, but as she worked through each of the primary patterns, she demonstrated them in each of the different variant forms. She knew a dozen of them, which were far more than Torian had known when he was working with Sylvia, which suggested that Sylvia was holding back from him. But as Liana worked through them, he found Sarah leaning forward, studying, and watching.

      “How does she know so many of these?”

      “Because that is what they teach in Rusav,” Sylvia said, striding from the forest behind them. She was dressed in a dark green cloak, and her black eyes seemed as if they swallowed the darkness. Despite her short stature, she still had a commanding presence.

      Torian hadn’t even realized that they were there.

      Sarah jerked her head around. “Oh. I’m so sorry.”

      “Do not be sorry,” Sylvia said. She glanced over to Liana, bowing her head politely and grinning. “This one has much skill. More than you,” she went on, glancing to Torian before shrugging. “Not that you are not talented, but the way that she holds these patterns is unlike what you are able to do.”

      “I’m getting better. I finally understood the benefit of the different variant forms, and so I have been working with my private instructor on them, hoping to master them as much as possible.”

      “It took a private instructor for that?” Sylvia asked.

      “Well, after seeing what she could do with dark, I thought that it would be helpful.”

      “That one,” Sylvia said, frowning. “She makes me a little nervous. But she’s probably a good instructor.” She nodded to Liana. “You can keep showing Torian’s friend your patterns. I would like to speak with him a little on my own. Do you mind?” She glanced to Sarah, who turned her attention to Liana.

      “I would like that. Don’t worry, Torian, I can show your sister a few things, and I have a feeling that she can show me a few things.”

      “That’s a pretty fair trade,” Liana said.

      Torian shook his head, and he followed Sylvia as they headed along the wagon. He found Invat now talking to Jakob, with Visthor waiting near the door to Sylvia’s wagon.

      Once he reached it, they headed up the stairs into Sylvia’s wagon, which was a chaos of books and papers and different sculptures, much more so than it had been before. She motioned to a chair, and he took a seat, looking over to see what Sylvia was going to do. She paused in front of the cabinet, and pulled out a few different bottles before setting them on the table. She then mixed them together before taking a long drink.

      “Sylvia? What’s this about temples attacked?”

      “Probably nothing.”

      “But it could be Rusav?”

      That was Torian’s real fear, though he wasn’t sure what would happen.

      “Any creatures moving?”

      “Some, but not the way you would need to worry about. They’re moving away. Dispersing. Seems the Viper’s control on them is slipping. That’s a good thing, Torian. Pretty soon, we won’t be needed here. And that’s also a good thing. I’m getting a little restless,” she said, not looking over to him.

      Visthor had entered the wagon, and he stood looming in the door. He was a large man, easily the largest that Torian had ever met. He remembered the very first time that he had seen Visthor and how intimidated he had been. Torian suspected that he was still a little intimidated by him.

      The door was still open, despite Visthor filling it. Which meant that anybody on the outside would be able to hear the conversation, though maybe Torian could do something about that. He used a bit of wind and tapped out a fourth-tier pattern, creating a bit of a buffer around them.

      Sylvia frowned at him. “Was that necessary?”

      “To be honest, I don’t even know if it was or not, but I don’t know what you intend to say. Especially if it has something to do with what Rusav is doing.”

      “Anything said in the wagons as for others in the wagons.”

      “Even for my sister? Even for the other students?”

      She sighed. “Given what we’ve faced… I suppose that might not be ideal. Thank you.”

      Torian nodded. Sylvia sank down in the chair, and she continued to drink whatever it was that she had mixed. There was a strange odor to it.

      “You’ve gone to him.”

      Torian blinked. “How did you know?”

      “Because you are here,” Sylvia said, looking over to Visthor before turning her attention back to Torian. “And I knew that you intended to come. I just didn’t know when. How did it go?”

      Torian grunted, then he shared with her what it had been like when he had gone to visit with the Viper.

      “He said nothing?” Visthor said.

      “Nothing of use,” Torian said. “I tried to push him, but I think that I’m going to have to convince him that he wants to work with me.”

      “He won’t be able to be coerced,” Sylvia said. “That one is too clever and crafty, and he will know that you will be working an angle with him. Whatever you do with him, you are going to have to enter into it with honesty and be willing—and able—to provide something that you may need to give up.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You may have to reveal things that you don’t want to reveal,” Sylvia said. “And…” She leaned forward. “And hopefully, we will find Astrid so that we can use her and what she learned from him to help.”

      “Astrid, and not Johan?”

      “Well, the university has not freed me to speak with him.” She shook her head and ran her fingers through her loose hair. “That boy caused us too much difficulty, and I did not care for it. I thought that they would be more willing to allow us to have an opportunity to see what he might have revealed and what dangers he might’ve been involved in, but the university thinks that they are the only ones to question him and the only ones who should have that ability. I was hoping that you might get me access.”

      “I can see what I can do,” Torian went on, “as I do see value in us having an opportunity to question Johan. We knew him better than they did, and maybe he will know what his sister was doing?”

      It was one more thing that he was going to have to deal with, but it was one thing that he thought he should be involved in.

      “I know this strains your classes,” Sylvia said, and she rested her elbows on the desk. “It is difficult to ask this of you, especially because there are so many other things that you could be doing.”

      “I’m trying to learn as quickly as I can,” he said. “Because I don’t want to stay here if it means that I’m not going to be able to progress with the patterns, and if it means I’m not going to be able to become the valsahir that I’m supposed to be.”

      “I don’t know what kind of valsahir you are supposed to be. I don’t know what Aldrich had in mind for you, and I don’t know how much longer we can linger here. Now that the roads are open, and it is safer for us to travel—”

      “You have to go,” Torian said.

      “Have to is a flexible concept, but perhaps we need to go. This is not our place. We stayed because of you, and because of what was happening in the forest around the city, and because we thought that there might be something that we might be able to do to help with it. We will stay a little longer until we have a better sense of what happened to Astrid and if there is anything more that we might be able to uncover from her and what she was doing, but beyond that…”

      “I see,” Torian said.

      “Do you? It’s not that we will be abandoning you. But this is what you need to do. I cannot stay here for the years that it will take for you to progress through this power and to become the sahir that they can train you to be. We cannot offer that. We could offer you something else when you are ready, but at this point, I don’t know what that will look like, nor do I know how to provide you with what Aldrich wanted.”

      “What about the Viper?”

      “The Viper is something else altogether,” she said. “And suppose it’s time that you know more about him.” She looked over to Visthor, and Torian turned before Visthor nodded.

      “This is not something that I will speak about again, Torian. So listen closely, and please, do not repeat what I have said here.”
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      “There are many stories about the Viper. Most of them are difficult to know the truth of because we believe that he intentionally spread rumors of his exploits, primarily to strike fear in those who oppose Rusav,” Sylvia began. She looked over to Visthor, who had taken a seat, settling on the ground up against the wall of the wagon, and watched her. His eyes were narrowed, and there was a bit of darkness within them, something that Torian found a bit unsettling. Visthor was solemn. For the large man, that was an unusual expression. “Most of the stories deal with his exploits of creatures. You have seen some of them, but only some. He is widely regarded as one of the greatest trainers in all of Rusav.”

      “So he trains these creatures, and does he sort of domesticate them, or—”

      “There is no domestication of these creatures. There is nothing like that even possible. They are simply… Creatures. You have seen them. We have faced them. In various different forms, and in various different ways, they are all tied to the Viper.”

      “How are they tied to him?” Torian asked, feeling as if there was something odd about what she was saying that he was missing. He wasn’t exactly sure what it was, only that he had a sinking suspicion that there was much more than what she was getting on with.

      “He make creatures,” Visthor said.

      Torian looked over to Visthor, who was quiet for a moment, and then he shrugged.

      “He make them. That is what we know. We don’t know how, only that he experiment with this Saith power and use it. He draw power from him and turns it against others.”

      “He turns it?” Torian asked, and he turned to Sylvia, trying to understand just what it was that they were getting at, as there were aspects of this that didn’t make any sense to him. “These creatures have to have some natural connectivity, then.”

      “There are some who believe that,” she said, nodding slowly. “But only some. Very few take any time to understand them.”

      “So if they are connected to the Saith, and they are connected to the same power that we are.” He swept his gaze from Sylvia over to Visthor, and though Visthor denied that he had some connectivity to the Saith, Torian knew better. He had felt the way that he had used dark as he had connected to the shadow wolves. It had been something of a shadow summons mixed with a shadow dispel, and through that, Visthor had been able to communicate with the shadow wolves, something that Torian now began to feel like he might be able to learn if he could come to terms with the technique. “And it might mean that they can be helped.”

      “Help?” Visthor straightened. “You see what we face. You see the danger. There no help.”

      “But they’re tied to the Saith,” Torian said.

      Sylvia smiled tightly. “And now you see the difficulty that many of us have dealt with over the years when it comes to Rusav and, in particular, to the Viper. He has power and obviously has a way of connecting these creatures that we do not fully understand, but whatever it is that he does, seems to be dangerous, not only for us but to the creatures themselves.” She shook her head. “But no. We do not believe that these creatures can be saved. Think about something as simple as the shurrel. They are simple, are they not?”

      Torian shrugged. He hadn’t seen any of those creatures for quite some time, so he didn’t have a strong feeling about them, but maybe that was a mistake. He had never even considered the possibility that they were connected to the Saith power, either. He had known them as dangerous, dark creatures and had known them as servants of Rusav, at least in a certain way. And given what he had seen and experienced and felt from them, it seemed to make sense.

      But maybe there was something more to them.

      “How are they connected to the Saith?” Torian asked.

      “Earth,” she said, her voice soft.

      Torian frowned. If they were connected to earth, it seemed to him that he could find a way to understand them, couldn’t he?

      “I can see the way you are thinking,” Sylvia said. “And trust me when I tell you that others had the same thought long before you did. Others think that they can find a way to reach those creatures, and others believe that they could even save them. They were wrong. They could not be saved.”

      “There has to be something,” Torian said.

      “Does there?” She smiled tightly. “There is no reason that there has to be anything. The only thing that there has to be is the truth. We have seen what Rusav and the Viper are willing to do with those creatures. They have taught them how to use the power that they are connected to, and they have tainted them.”

      When Torian opened his mouth to object, Sylvia raised her hand, silencing him quickly. He didn’t argue or object, as he had enough experience with Sylvia to know better than to intervene and upset her.

      “I don’t tell you this so that you can be upset with us or disappointed, even. I tell you this so that you can know what we are dealing with. So that you can know who you are dealing with. The Viper is dangerous. He is skilled, talented, and he is ruthless. His understanding of the connections these creatures have is unlike anything that anyone else possesses. It is an understanding that makes him dangerous, but more than that, it is an understanding that we don’t believe that many others within Rusav possess.”

      She fell quiet for a few moments, and Torian sat, his mind racing, trying to think through everything that she was telling him and the implications of it. He could see the dangers in it, as he had felt the dangers of what the Viper had intended, especially when he had been drawing these creatures through the city, something to himself.

      “But the creatures are not inherently dark, then,” Torian said.

      “They are wild,” she said.

      “And you saw soul sucker,” Visthor said.

      Torian couldn’t deny the fact that the asmith—what was known as the soul sucker—was terrifying and dangerous, but did that mean that it was somehow twisted and dark? It was just a creature, then. No different than the weven wolves that had lived around Sarot and probably no different than the shadow wolves.

      “So what else can you tell me about the Viper?”

      “I tell you that so that you can understand the basis of the Viper. I wanted you to understand the truth of what we know about him, and what we know about his willingness to use power and try to twist it.”

      Torian didn’t argue, but in his mind, there was no twisting of power so much as it was just a use of what already existed.

      “He was known to have summoned these creatures, using them against entire villages. Think of what happened in your home. Now think of what would’ve happened had the duba been set free to rampage, and you did not have enough strength to counter them. Think about what would’ve happened had the varkinash have been free to roam. Kramak. The willowtrush.”

      That last part was what caught Torian’s attention. He had seen how the Viper had a control over that creature and used it to try to protect himself. Fire had been effective against it, and had Torian not had the lessons that he had learned in the university, he may not have had enough control over fire to have handled the danger when he had been confronted by it.

      “He is responsible for testing these on his own people,” Sylvia said. Now her voice had fallen silent. “As he is the one to control them. There are countless stories throughout Rusav where people were taken in the darkness of night and used for experiments with different creatures. Returned, occasionally, forever changed, or broken. And there were stories.”

      Now she fell silent completely.

      It was Visthor who broke the silence.

      “Sometimes he send creatures through villages, wanting to see defenses and whether they work.”

      “Why would he do that? If the people of Rusav are his people—”

      “Not his people,” he said.

      “What?”

      “Not his people,” Visthor said. “We not know the truth, but all stories suggest the Viper come from someplace else. He impress Rusav Emperor and forced to serve.”

      “I don’t even understand,” Torian said. “If he had access to creatures like that, and he didn’t have to use them, then—”

      “Didn’t he?” Sylvia asked, her voice soft. “He chose it, Torian. He chose to do that, choosing that violence, because he did not care. He went to Rusav because he gave him an opportunity to draw upon the different creatures that were available there, creatures that were not available anywhere else, and could use them to study, and to learn, and to see what other terrifying and dangerous things existed.”

      He found that horrific, but he also didn’t have anything more that he thought he would be able to say about it, as he didn’t know what more there was.

      “So how am I supposed to use this?” Torian asked, looking around at the others. “I feel like there needs to be some way that I can get through to the Viper, and I might be able to use what you’re telling me so that I can learn something more from him. He is a valsahir. I can use that, somehow.”

      That was a challenge, though. Torian believed that there had to be something to it, something that he would be able to find, and something that he might be able to connect to that would help him get through to the Viper, to force him to share with him, but how was he supposed to do that?

      What was strange, and what he didn’t have any answer to, was the possibility that the Saith did not care who used the valsahir power.

      “I don’t know the answer,” Sylvia finally said. “And I don’t know that I could even sit there with him. I lost so much.”

      “What happened?” Torian asked.

      “Tell him,” Visthor said.

      “I don’t like to talk about it,” she said.

      “He need to know. He can help but only if you willing to let him help,” Visthor said.

      Torian watched her.

      “My family, my village, was one of the villages that he experimented on. At least, that’s what I came to learn. We thought that we were attacked, that it was bad luck, that there could be no other reason that the kramak came through in the way that they did, with a violence that they did. We already knew that we needed to avoid them out in the wild, as they were incredibly violent when they were encountered, but this was different. This seemed almost as if it had been a deliberate attack by them. And they came in the darkness of night, time when they normally didn’t move.” She looked down at her hands. “Only later, once Rusav came in, and when some of us overheard them talking about the Viper, did we realize that this was what they had wanted. They had wanted to know if they could be controlled enough to be directed.”

      It had been bad enough with what had happened in Torian’s village and the way that his people had been slaughtered by Rusav. He had seen how people like Tamish, and others, the soldiers carrying the Blade of Wind, had been completely uncaring about the humanity of the people of Sarot, but he had never experienced anything like what she was describing.

      Testing these creatures against a village sounded horrible. What would his people have done if they had been overrun by creatures like that?

      Torian had a pretty good idea about what would’ve happened. Most of the people would’ve died, as there would’ve been very little that they would’ve been able to do to counter a danger like that. His people were not fighters. There were only a few who had any connection of significance to the Saith. Many might have learned the primary patterns, but learning the patterns, and having a way of using them effectively, were vastly different things.

      “I’m so sorry to hear that,” he said to Sylvia.

      She rubbed a knuckle into eyes rimmed with red and moisture. “I try not to think about it these days. I suspect that it is the same for you.”

      Torian nodded. “Most of the time. I try as well. I try to ignore what I have been through. It’s gotten easier since I am in the university where I can focus on studies and keep my mind off of it.”

      “It has been easier for me, as well. I can attend that I don’t remember what it was like for my village or remember what it was like for the attack, most of the time. But with what we have encountered, and with how much this seems to be spreading, I can’t help but feel as if this was what Rusav has been planning for all along.”

      “To spread these creatures?”

      “I do not know,” Sylvia said, and she took a deep breath, closing her eyes, before leaning back and grabbing the drink that she had prepared. She downed it quickly, and then, when she opened her eyes, there was an intensity to her gaze that had not been there before. “They spread. They move. We have been doing all that we can to eliminate this, but there are limits to what can be done. Even your university is limited on what it can do.”

      “I know,” Torian said.

      “No,” Visthor said, surprising Torian with the ferocity of the statement. “You don’t know. Your university is willfully ignorant. They protect the city, but they do not go beyond.”

      “I think they are trying to ensure the safety of the people within the city.”

      “What about the people that are beyond the city?” Visthor asked. “What about people like your village? Like all of the other villages that we encountered while we were traveling? What do you think they do? What do you think happens to them when they have no sahir—let alone valsahir—to protect them?”

      It was the most that Torian had heard Visthor talking about such things, and there was an emphatic nature to it, something that Torian was left feeling almost guilty about, partly because he could feel the anger, and the rage, that Visthor was filled with.

      “I don’t know. I think you are going to tell me that they just suffer and die then.”

      “Exactly.”

      Torian breathed out heavily, trying not to think back to what it had been like in his village nor to think back to what it had been like with the others that he had experienced. There had been too many who had struggled. He had seen so many of his people falling on the roadside, people who he had grown up around, people who had cared for, people who had been left to die because they could not keep up with the Rusav march.

      And then he had seen what had happened later.

      He had been lucky.

      Had he not been, had he not managed to escape, Torian would not be here. He never would’ve learned what it meant for him to be valsahir, he never would’ve been able to stop Tamish, and he never would’ve come to the university to try to prevent the Viper from escaping.

      Lucky.

      There were times when he didn’t necessarily feel lucky, as it felt as if his life had changed from what it was supposed to have been, but that was probably the wrong way to look at it, as in so many ways, Torian had been lucky. He still was lucky.

      “If you are so concerned about what they are doing, then why do you intend to leave?” He looked from Visthor to Sylvia. “Are you heading to protect others, or are you running away?”

      “We not run away,” Visthor said. “But we not stay here, either. Not Navarin.”

      “If you were to wait, though, and if you were to see if there were things that I could learn, ways that I might be able to help, then—”

      “Then it will take too long,” Sylvia said. “This is where you need to be, and this is what you need to be learning, but we tell you this because we wanted you to understand the dangers of the Viper, and we wanted you to know who he was and what he was. You had to know him.”

      “I had to?”

      “You will keep going to him regardless of what we tell you,” she said.

      “Will I?”

      She leaned forward. “I don’t say that as a demand so much as it is knowing who you are and understanding what you will most likely do. You are Torian Ranth of Sarot. And over time, I think that you will need to become someone more. He will need to become the valsahir that Aldrich knew that you could be. That is the only way that you can protect Navarin from what is to come.”
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      Torian watched Sarah working with his sister for a little while. They were seated near the edge of one of the trees, backs pressed up against the bark, and Liana began to work through a series of the primary patterns and then began to demonstrate the variant forms of them, which Torian had already seen before. She was working with cold, an aspect of the Saith that Torian wasn’t quite as confident with as he had been with some of the others, though it did seem as if Liana were far more confident with it. Maybe he should work with his sister.

      And the idea that he would work with her, given everything that he had been through and all that he had learned, felt a bit laughable, but maybe it shouldn’t. She had different techniques than he did, enough so that it was quite possible that what she could do and the way that she could use the Saith patterns might help him learn more about some of the different aspects of the Saith.

      He had already begun to use dark in a way that he had never even considered before. What would it be like if he could use something like metal in such a fashion, as well?

      Metal proved elusive to him, and it was difficult for him to gain any real control over. Torian believed that there was something that he could do with metal, some way that he could use it, that he still had to learn that he could complement how he used some of his other aspects, especially when he used the Blade of Wind, but so far, he had not done so.

      “Are you just going to stand there and watch us, or are you going to come and join us?” Liana asked.

      “I thought that I would just watch,” Torian said, grinning as he approached.

      Sarah got to her feet, wiping her hands on her pants and glancing over toward Sylvie’s wagon. “Is everything alright?”

      “I think so,” he said, flashing a brief smile. “It’s just that Sylvia wanted to give me a bit of a warning about the Viper.”

      “She was willing to talk about it?”

      “Not happily,” Torian said, looking over his shoulder.

      “I’m not done with her,” Liana said, frowning at Torian. There was the typical look in her eyes that Torian had seen from his sister before, the one that said that she dared him to challenge her, and in this case, he wasn’t sure that he wanted to. “So can you go wander a little while longer so that I can have an opportunity to talk to Sarah a bit more?”

      Torian smirked, and he glanced over to Sarah, who just shrugged. “She does have some techniques that I’m finding quite valuable,” she said. “Your sister is skilled. I think that she is on pace to enter the university on time, maybe even early, depending upon what you teach her.”

      “What I teach her?”

      “Well, I believe that you were still planning on working with your sister, weren’t you?”

      Torian regarded his sister for a long moment. She was still seated, and she looked up at him, trying to be as innocent as possible, but he saw the truth behind the lies in her eyes. “You know, there was a time when I would’ve said I was going to, but now I don’t know whether or not I really want to.” He offered a hint of a smile for his sister, who stuck her tongue out at him. “You go ahead and talk with her a little longer. I’m going to visit Jakob.”

      Sarah caught his eye for a moment before nodding and taking a seat.

      Torian wandered along the wagons, where he found Jakob near the fire pit, building up branches, presumably for fire that they were going to have later. When Torian approached, Jakob looked over to him, and he frowned. “What are you doing out here?”

      “I came to talk to Sylvia and Visthor. I hear you are out hunting with them.”

      Jakob paused, looking over the forest, and then turned his attention back to Torian. “I don’t know about hunting so much as it is a matter of looking for anything different that we might find out in the trees. Sylvia has been a bit jumpy ever since the creatures were called into the city. Then again, I seem to believe that she has some history with that man.” He shrugged. “I don’t really know, and I’m not going to get in the middle of it, as it has nothing to do with me.”

      Torian wasn’t quite sure about that, but he wasn’t going to argue with his friend at this point. “Have you found anything?”

      “Not recently. Every so often, we find signs of things. I don’t know the creatures as well as they do, obviously, but I’m starting to get to know them. I’m learning to hunt with Visthor. Maybe not quite as effectively as he does, as he has that connection to the shadow wolves that helps him, and unfortunately, I don’t have the same connection.”

      “Unfortunately,” Torian agreed.

      “Are you mocking me?” Jakob asked, though there was a hint of a smile as he said it.

      “I don’t know that you can have that same connection.” He explained to Jakob what he thought about Visthor’s connection to the shadows and what that meant for how he was able to interact with the shadow wolves.

      “So this is something that you can do.”

      “Not the way that he does it,” Torian said.

      “Why not?”

      “Well, I don’t really know. I think that if I learned enough about controlling dark, I should be able to connect to it in the same sort of way, but it is not as straightforward for me as it is for him. I think Visthor does it naturally, whereas I have to work at it.”

      “But you are a valsahir.”

      “So they tell me,” Torian said, turning and looking out into the forest. He thought that he caught sight of movement in the trees, and if so, the only reason that he would’ve seen anything would’ve been if the shadow wolves had wanted him to know that they were there.

      “I thought that it was all natural to you because you were valsahir,” Jakob said. He crouched in front of the fire pit, shifting the branches, angling them upward so that they would catch the fire a little bit more easily. “You telling me that it’s not quite like that?”

      “I don’t think anything is supposed to be easy for me, even if I am valsahir. I still have to learn the patterns the same way that any sahir does, and I am starting to suspect that the time that it’s going to take me to learn everything that Sylvia wants me to learn is much longer than what she wants it to be.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Oh, I don’t exactly know,” Torian said. “Maybe it just means that I am feeling frustrated.”

      “Welcome to my world,” Jakob said.

      Torian leaned over, and he began to help him, moving some of the branches before gathering some more logs that had been chopped and piling them into the fire pit. “What is your world, exactly?”

      “One of frustration,” Jakob said. He glanced to the wagons. “I don’t do the same things that you or your sister do, though I have a little bit of a tendency toward some of the Saith power. I did go to school for a little while, you know.”

      Torian smirked at him. “I seem to remember that.”

      “And I never thought that I was going to have to practice that again, but coming here and being surrounded by all of this,” he went on, spreading his hands to either side of him, “makes me realize that I have to at least consider how I might be able to use some of that again. Not that I want to, mind you, it’s just that I feel like I need to be aware of some of the other aspects of power and what that might mean for me.”

      “What might it mean for you?”

      “It means that I can try to start a fire,” he said, twisting his hands, and forming a rudimentary primary pattern for light, forming the lantern beam but then twisting it. It wasn’t so rudimentary, then. As he did, there was a spark that jumped from his fingertips, having concentrated between him, and then crackled along one of the branches for a moment before fading altogether. “At least, I can occasionally start a fire. I keep working at it. Sylvia seems to think that is one that I can get better at, though she is optimistic with all of the students that are studying with her.”

      “It’s more than about starting a fire, though,” Torian said.

      “It would be if I could do anything more. I work with the blade, and I can learn the forms, but I don’t have the same potential that Visthor does.”

      “Again, I think he has some natural connection to the Saith,” Torian said.

      “Well, why can’t I have some natural connection to the Saith?” He looked up at Torian. “Honestly, I can use some of these patterns, so it’s not like I’m not connected to it. I should be able to do it, right? I can use the blade, something that Visthor said that only a few people, even in Rusav, can do, but I can’t use it quite like him. I’ve been training, practicing, and…”

      “I understand,” Torian said.

      “No,” Jakob said, getting to his feet. “You don’t understand, and I don’t think that I’m asking you to understand, but I don’t want to pretend that you can understand what I’m going through. I don’t have any real potential. I wasn’t supposed to be here, you know.”

      “I know.” Torian wasn’t going to argue with him that he did understand and that he probably understood better than what Jakob even wanted to acknowledge, but his friend didn’t need to hear that now. His friend didn’t need him to tell him that Torian had spent so many years trying and failing to try to reach for the Saith with any real consistency. He had kept at it, though. And eventually, something had changed for him.

      But could the same thing be true for Jakob?

      It was possible—and Torian had to admit probable—that he wouldn’t be able to do anything more than what he had already done. Had there been some sort of restriction for Jakob, he would’ve been able to identify it by now.

      “What is your plan when they begin to move?”

      Jakob paused. He had been loading another log onto the fire, and then he swiveled so that he could look over the wagons and then back to Torian. “Did she say something about that?”

      “Not directly, but I have the feeling that she intends to head away from Corsalt sometime soon.”

      “What about you?”

      “I think she wants me to stay here.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      “I don’t know,” Torian answered.

      He thought about his sister, thought about Sarah, and he thought about what he had been learning at the university, and how much he had already gained through the time that he had been studying. Also, he thought about how much more he might be able to learn if he had more time here. He could continue to progress. If he were to reach the skill set of somebody like the headmaster and have the power of a valsahir, he realized that he would be incredibly potent. He could use that to help Navarin, then. Wasn’t that what he wanted?

      The hard part for Torian was he wasn’t even sure if that was what he wanted. He didn’t know if he cared enough about Navarin, as strange as it sounded. When his village and his people had been attacked—slaughtered, really—nobody from Navarin had come to help them.

      He tried not to think about it that way, knowing that it was only blaming others and that the people of Navarin, the military, would have been tied up in trying to defend the border from the Rusav invasion, and there might not have been anything that they would’ve been able to do.

      “You would stay,” Jakob said. “Don’t deny it. I can see it in your eyes. You want to be here. And I get it. You belong here. I think that you’ve always belonged here,” he said and shrugged slightly. “You have always wanted to study, and even when we were back home, you loved that about school. That was something that I didn’t love. I like getting outside, out into the world, where I could stretch my legs.”

      “I like the idea of studying,” Torian agreed, “but I also… Well, I also understand that what I am and what I can do might mean that I need to try to be more.”

      “You can’t be more until you know more,” Jakob said. He threw another log on the fire. “At least, that’s what my father used to tell me.”

      Torian hadn’t thought about what his father had taught him in quite a while. If things had turned out differently, had Rusav never attacked, Torian would’ve ended up as a wood turner and been making things like pens and other similar items without having an opportunity to truly understand the kind of power that he had access to. And he supposed that in some regards, he was somewhat thankful for the attack and as much as it had given him an opportunity to be what he was meant to be.

      He turned toward the forest. It was a flicker of movement, little more than that, and then he noticed something else. A swirl of darkness. He was drawn toward it.

      “Where are you going?” Jakob asked.

      “I’m just going to check on something. I won’t be long.”

      “Be careful. Sylvia tells me that the forest around here is relatively safe, but she also doesn’t want us to go out on our own. The only one who can is—”

      “Visthor,” Torian said.

      Jakob nodded. “Pretty much. And, you know him. He’s never really alone, is he?”

      “I suppose he’s not,” Torian said.

      He followed the darkness that he had seen, and he allowed it to draw him deeper into the trees, deeper into that shade, following the trail that he had begun to find. It was easy enough to follow, especially as he could switch into a shadow concentrate, using a bit of that pattern for him to try to make out the trail much more easily. He didn’t disrupt it, merely tied it together, binding the trails that he could follow it. He didn’t have to go very far before he saw the telltale sign of the dappled fur of the shadow wolf.

      Only this was the shadow wolf that had brought him away from Sarot, away from Rusav, and had brought him to Aldrich what seemed like an eternity ago. He slowed, pausing and looking at the shadow wolf.

      The shadow wolf sat on its haunches, looking over toward Torian, though there was no expression on its wolfy face. There was just the darkness.

      “You haven’t come to me in a while,” Torian said.

      He felt foolish doing that, as it really didn’t seem like there was all that much for him to get out of the shadow wolf, but there was a part of him that wished that he could have a way to talk to the wolf, something similar to the way that Visthor obviously did. He wanted to know how to do that; he wanted to have some means of communicating with the shadow wolf because he felt as if he could learn something from the shadow wolf if he were able to speak to the wolf much more effectively.

      “When I first saw you, I was afraid.”

      What was he doing? He felt like a fool, but he also felt like he needed to have this conversation with the wolf.

      “Then I learned that we are so connected. At least, that is what they tell me. Are we supposed to be connected?”

      A bit of shadow streamed from it, and he realized that this was one of the shadow wolves that had not been fully affected by Professor Order by what she was doing with the shadows, draining them, forcing Torian to take action to try to help seal shadows back into them.

      “I wish that I knew more about you, and I wish that I had a better understanding of how we could connect to each other because it feels like that is something that I would like. I don’t know how that would help me in the city, though,” Torian said, glancing back behind him through the trees, where he couldn’t see anything of the wagon caravan. He had gone deeper into the forest than he had realized. “But I wish that I knew more so that if something were to come up, I might find it. And I wish that I could find Astrid.”

      At the mention of Astrid, the wolf’s ears swiveled, and he stood. The hair on the back of the wolf’s neck stood on end.

      “You recognize that, don’t you?”

      But then, wouldn’t the wolf recognize Astrid? They had traveled together, and if anything, he would expect that the wolf would have known more. Maybe the wolf could hunt for him.

      “Can you help me find Astrid? I don’t need you to bring her to me,” he said, thinking that if the wolf were to come through Corsalt, there would be some danger for both, “but maybe you could let me know, somehow. I can come looking for you, and if you find her, then…”

      Torian wasn’t sure what else to say, and he wasn’t even sure if it made any difference. The wolf twisted its head, swiveling, looking toward the darkness of the forest before turning his attention back to Torian.

      Then, for a brief moment, it seemed as if shadows concentrated. They flowed from the wolf to Torian and then back to the wolf. It was all the wolf’s control.

      “What was that?”

      Torian wondered if he could do the same thing. He tried, attempting shadow concentrate, then shadow dispel, pushing it toward the shadow wolf, but it didn’t work the same way as it did for the wolf.

      “Can you help?”

      The shadow wolf regarded him and then bounded away, leaving Torian standing alone. He had no idea what the wolf had been trying to do, but he wondered if it was trying to communicate in some way.

      He hadn’t known how to do it. He couldn’t learn that from Visthor. Visthor seemed to know how to do that on his own and innate understanding. Torian didn’t have that, but that didn’t mean that he couldn’t learn. It was something that he could talk to Professor Order about. Maybe he wouldn’t tell her that he was looking for ways to speak to the shadow wolves, but if he could figure out what he saw of the shadows, maybe he could speak to this wolf the next time he saw him.

      Now he had an idea. He just had to implement it.
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      “I would like for you to remain focused,” Professor Order said, watching Torian, with a look on her face that he couldn't quite shake. Was it irritation?

      He had asked about a specific way of using dark, thinking that she might have something that she could help them with, a way of controlling the darkness, but she had seemed irritated with the question. It was little more than shadow summon and shadow dispel; he knew that, but even knowing that, he also could tell that there was not anything to what she was sharing that could help him understand what more he needed to do or what more he needed to know.

      “I'm trying to concentrate,” he said, looking over to her and frowning for a moment. They sat inside a small space in the university, where she towered over him. She was standing behind him, and there was an energy coming off her tied to the dark that she controlled. The Saith power swirled out from her and toward him. There was something about it that he could feel, but something about it that he also felt uncomfortable about. He suspected that she was using a bit of the dark, possibly shadow summon, on him as she did it, giving him a measure of that power, and making him all too aware of how she controlled that, and trying to comprehend just what she was doing with it.

      “I'm having a hard time with this,” Torian said. “I don't quite know why, only that the way that you are using shadow summon is not familiar to me.”

      “It's only not familiar because you have failed to focus on it, and you are having a hard time concentrating on what I have demonstrated. If you were able to remain focused, you would not have the same difficulty as what I have been trying to demonstrate to you.”

      “I…”

      Torian frowned and wished that he had something more that he might be able to say, but even as he thought about what it was and how he might be able to convince her of what he was doing, he did not know if there was anything more, nor did he know if he could get the help from her.

      She regarded him, and as before, there was a bit of frustration from her.

      “Now,” she said, looking at him with a darkness in her eyes. When it came to Professor Order, there was often a bit of darkness in her eyes, enough so that Torian wasn't sure if he was interpreting it the right or the wrong way. He felt almost as if he was seeing something unusual.

      “Shadow dispel is what you are trying to use, but you are looking for a combination. Shadow summoned, shadow dispel, and shadow concentrate. The three aspects of the patterns that we have been working on and three primary aspects of the dark that you can have some control over. I realize that it is a bit difficult for you and that you are struggling with some of the basics, but trust me when I tell you that even if you try these variant forms, you will still have some difficulty with it.”

      “I have not been having difficulty with the variant forms,” Torian said, feeling as if he had to challenge what she was saying, but at the same time, not knowing if what he challenged her on would even make a difference. This was Professor Order, after all, and as far as he knew, she had considerable control over dark, enough so that it was even greater than what Torian could do with it.

      When he had come to her, he had asked specifically about ways of using shadow, but he had been cautious with it because he had been aware that his request might be seen in the light that he intended, but he also didn't want her to know about. Torian had to be careful with it, as he was not sure if she would be pleased or not by his desire to try to use the shadows in that manner. Not knowing what he did about Professor Order.

      He followed the pattern that she was making, thinking that all he had to do was try to hold onto that connection, and if he were to use it, he might be able to form something from it and might be able to tie it together in a way that allowed him to push out with his valsahir connection, and hopefully find some other aspect of it, but even as he attempted to do so, he could not tell if what he was doing now was what he needed to do. He attempted to feel for that connection, but even as he did, that connection seemed to elude him.

      “I am very disappointed,” she said, leaning closer to him. “After all of this time, after all of what I have shown you, and now you still struggle with some of these basics.”

      “I think… I think I'm still struggling with what I was doing when I saw the Viper and on the possibility that Rusav might be moving again,” Torian said, though he wasn't sure if that was even it or not. It might simply be his own difficulty with this; that might be something else. It might be tied to fear. He was afraid of sharing too much with her, afraid of what it might look like, and afraid of how he might be perceived if she knew that he wanted to communicate with the shadow wolves. And Torian still did want to communicate with the shadow wolves, even though he wasn't entirely sure if that would make a difference for him or if he would be able to use that understanding, and that connection, in a way that would allow him to speak to the wolves.

      “Rusav is not moving.”

      “Even though there are—”

      “You’ve heard rumors. Nothing more. Now. Let us try again,” Professor Order said, and she took a step behind him, and then she moved, switching places so that she stood on the other side of him at the opposite end of the table.

      When she placed her hands together, Torian followed, feeling the pattern that she was using, but he wasn't at all sure if the pattern that she was demonstrating was one that he was going to be able to replicate very easily. The problem that he had with dark was that the patterns tended towards the complex, and some of the patterns that he dealt with otherwise tended toward the simple. In this case, he had already been through many of the basic variant forms, and now she was beginning to work with him on much more—located aspects of the dark Saith pattern. He found that it was more challenging for him to have a measure of control over that it should be.

      “Do you see what I did?”

      “I can see you're moving your hands, but struggling with making the transition from the third variant to the sixth one,” he said.

      “Then do not transition from one to the next, such as you have been trying. You need to make a subtle shift, and if you need to, you can transition from the third to the fourth to the fifth and so on and so on,” she said. “I do not see why that should be so difficult for you.”

      “Maybe it's not,” Torian said. And it shouldn't be. He knew that.

      But he was having a hard time. It was the first time that he had been working with Professor Order, and he felt like he was failing her. Most of the time, when Torian worked with her, it seemed as if his patterns worked just as they should, and he was able to use them as effectively as he wanted, to the point where they happened naturally. For whatever reason, it did not happen naturally for him. Dark sometimes caused problems.

      As he attempted to follow her instructions, moving from one variant form to the next, Torian could feel the resistance. And some of it seemed to come from within himself, though not all of it. Some of that resistance was merely a matter of his frustration and nothing else. As he focused on the variant forms, he transitioned, trying to get to the sixth one, where he once again hesitated.

      “What is your problem today?” Professor Order leaned down, resting her hands on the table, and she regarded Torian with a look of derision. It was an unusual thing to see from her, but maybe it shouldn't be. She was a skilled user of the dark patterns, far more skilled than most of the instructors at the university, and she had proven herself to have a very short tolerance for his inabilities.

      “I don't actually know,” he said.

      “You were able to do these previously.”

      “I know,” he said. And he had been able to do them, and he had not struggled nearly as much as he was struggling. Now, the point where he was attempting felt like…

      It felt like he was a failure.

      He slowed his breathing, and he tried to focus on the valsahir connection inside of himself, and as he did, he began to work through the primary variant forms, moving from the first to the second and so on. Starting from the beginning seemed to be easier for him.

      As he worked, he finally began to get into a pattern, flowing with the forms so that he could feel the different variant forms taking hold and made it so that he was able to hold one after another. Each one he shifted to allowed him a greater control and a greater understanding than what he had before. And there was a reason that they were numbered the way that they were, at least for Professor Order. Each variant form built on another. As he was working with shadow summon, which is what she wanted him to be doing right now, each variant form allowed a little different method to the summoning.

      The first variant allowed him to summon a straight line of shadow. In its weakest form, Torian could call a pale, slender beam of shadow to him. It wasn’t all that useful, at least most of the time. Torian thought that the primary variant form would be easy enough for him to use if he were speaking to the shadow wolves, but he had not tested that, so he did not know if that was true.

      There were other aspects to it that he thought that he might be able to draw upon, but there are aspects that he didn't know if it would make a difference, either. As he moved into the second variant form, the shadows started to fluctuate in size. In one, the fourth variant, the shadows started to spiral as they worked their way toward him, and by the time he reached the sixth variant, he created something of a funnel of shadow. With each advancing level of variant form of shadow summon, something that was presumptively little more than a third-tier pattern, he had a greater and greater level of control over dark. And once complementing things, building off of the basis of what he had learned, he was able to form much more difficult uses of dark.

      Now what she wanted was for him to summon a cloud of dark. It was not only a sixth-tier pattern, but he was also an eighth variant form, one that was a bit more complicated for him to use, partly because he had a hard time with that.

      He worked slowly until he got to the one that he was supposed to be using. That allowed him to push, and in doing so, he finally felt the form hold.

      “Open your eyes,” Professor Order said.

      Torian opened his eyes and was relieved to see a pool of darkness hovering around him.

      “Finally,” Professor Order said. “I have been concerned that you might not be able to do such basics, which would be quite disappointing for both of us. I don't want to have to fail you.”

      Torian frowned at her. “You would fail me for that?”

      “I certainly would not pass you for such difficulty,” she said.

      He wasn't even sure what to say to that.

      He continued to hold onto this form, pushing more and more of the valsahir power through him. Now that Professor Order understood that he was valsahir, there was no point in trying to restrain himself, as if there was nothing that limiting himself, especially in this case, would do for him, as he needed to be able to demonstrate everything that he could do, and he thought that there might be some benefits to what he was showing her, as increasingly, Torian had to think that it would impress her. But then again, this was Professor Order, and he had long ago learned that it was very difficult to impress her.

      “Now that you have completed this, do you care to tell me why you came to me with the very specific request that you had? Is this some way for you to speak to the Viper?”

      “What?” Torian lost control of his pattern, and he turned to her. “Why would you say that?”

      “We know that the Viper uses different forms of dark for him to communicate. We still don't know how he does it, only that it is tied to some technique that is specific to him. I ask only because I have not known anybody to be quite as fascinated with that form as you have been.”

      “It's not a fascination,” Torian said. “It is more about trying to understand…” He shook his head, and he sat back in his chair, looking at the blank wall across from him. There was no point in trying to conceal what he was doing from her. “I am valsahir.”

      “As I have been told,” she said. “I fail to see why that means that you should be using dark in a way that is obviously meant to summon and discuss.”

      “I don't know what you mean by that, but I am valsahir, and because of that, I have the possibility, and potential, to connect to shadow wolves.”

      “Now I see. You think that your connection to these creatures is dependent upon your ability with the darkness.”

      “Actually, I know it is,” Torian said. “When I was following Visthor, I saw the way that he was using dark. I don't think he has any control over it, but he uses it innately. And through that, he connects to the shadow wolves. I want to do something similar, but I think that I'm going to have to have a measure of control over it, unlike him.”

      Professor Order was quiet for a few moments. “What do you mean that he does this innately?”

      “It means that I don't think that he understands what he is doing. Maybe he does, but then again, he doesn't think that he has any Saith connection.”

      “It would be difficult not to know.”

      “Well, I suspect Visthor has been using this power for a long time and has never really paid attention to how he was using it, only that it seemed to work for him.”

      “An interesting possibility,” she said. “Do you have any proof of this?”

      “Well, not really,” Torian said. “Other than that, I have been around him, and I know that he claims to have some way of communicating with the shadow wolves, given what I have seen from him. With the shadow wolves, I think that it is likely tied to that.”

      “I suppose such a thing is possible,” she said. “But if so, then one would presume that if these creatures are connected to dark, as you are claiming,” she went on, arching a brow at me as if it were a question, “then anybody with sufficient control over dark would be able to do something similar. Is that your claim?”

      “Well,” Torian said, “to be honest, I don't know. You may actually be able to use something similar with the shadow wolves, but it may be limited based on what they believe they want to do to talk to you. It's possible that they may not see you as somebody, or something, that they want to even communicate with.”

      “Another intriguing possibility,” she said. “We must go and test this theory. Anything along these lines must be tested, and if it comes to you. Having this particular ability, and something that is possibly aligned with my innate gift, I think that we should go together.”

      “I don't know how the shadow wolves might react to you.”

      “You think they would not want to speak with me?”

      “Again,” Torian said, frowning to himself as he contemplated how to respond to her and how best not to anger her, “I don't know. It is possible that they may choose not to.”

      “Which means that it is possible that they would choose to do so.”

      Torian didn’t very much like the way that this was going, but at this point, he wasn’t sure that he was going to be able to change the course of the conversation, especially when it came to her and the expectations that Professor Order had.

      “It’s possible.”

      She smiled at him, and when she did, there was something in her eyes that made him a bit nervous, and he wondered if perhaps he had made a mistake in acknowledging that to her.
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      Since the attack on the city, Torian had not had much of a chance to go to his martial theory class and felt as if he had been missing out to a certain extent. It was strange for him, especially given everything that he had done and all that he felt like he was accomplishing, that he felt as if he was missing out on having access to the martial theory and to Professor Erickson, but Torian was curious about what he might be able to teach him when it came to different aspects of blade theory.

      They gathered in the same small courtyard, set aside from the main part of the university, where the students gathered, many of them shuffling quietly. There were more martial theory students now, as well. It wasn’t just his runic patterns or the advanced patternmaking, he suspected, though he had not yet seen it, where that was the case.

      Many of them were talking quietly, and he had a feeling that they all knew each other quite well from before the attack, but he didn’t know if that meant that they would all stay gathered or if they would of groups that formed between them.

      He tried to stay off on his own, silently focusing on the pattern that he would need for various blade forms. One of the aspects of this class was that it did teach variant forms. It was very specific he used variant forms, but in the case of what Professor Erickson focused on, he anticipated the students would learn at least one variant of blade and be able to hold it and use it with exquisite control.

      When Professor Erickson strode into the courtyard, his gray hair brushed back, his eyes flashing with a bit of amusement as he looked around at the others; he brought his hands together in a single sharp clap.

      Everybody quickly fell silent.

      He strode to the middle of the courtyard.

      Torian moved away from the wall and positioned himself that he’d be able to hear a little bit better. He had not spent enough time with Erickson, nor with his class, to feel confident in what he was going to teach, nor with how he was going to teach, but he did feel increasingly confident with the technique that was necessary, especially as he had been practicing with his blade and the various forms that he needed to know. He didn’t think that he would use the form that he was learning from Visthor, though he didn’t really include that as a traditional type of form. Still, it would complement anything that he was learning here, he suspected.

      “I am pleased to see our class sizes finally beginning to return to normal,” Professor Erickson said, sweeping his gaze around everybody, and he paused for a moment, his gaze lingering on a pair of students near the back wall before moving on. By the time he reached Torian, he practically skimmed over him as if he wasn’t concerned about his presence. “It has taken far too long for us to get to this point, but we are seeing a bit of normalcy, as you will undoubtedly find. For those of you who have not been here, you will find that there are aspects, of course, that are a bit different than what you might remember, but I am hopeful that your experience and everything that you have seen will be useful to you in what we need to do here.”

      What sort of experience did he expect these people to have?

      “Since many of you have been away from the university for spell, I will begin the way that we always begin.”

      Several of the people began to shuffle closer.

      Torian understood what that meant. Sparring.

      Some seemed far more excited about it than he did. Then again, Torian didn’t find sparring to be as entertaining as what some people did, partly because of his experience with needing to use blades, whether Saith created or runic markers, in ways that he had been forced to so that he could simply stay alive.

      But the sparring carried with it a benefit, he knew. Through sparring, whether it was in this form or others, the students gained experience with what it would be like if they had to face the Rusav soldiers, or someone else, in real life. Sparring was a low danger setting, though some of the times that Torian had been here and had observed sparring, it had not always felt low danger.

      “Yes, yes,” Professor Erickson went on, waving his hand toward Magnuson, who was sliding toward the front. The dark-haired man looked around, sweeping his gaze around the other students. “I understand that you would like to be our demo, but… Well, perhaps you should be. You have progressed quite nicely in your time here, and you do have an amazing control over the metal blade.”

      “Thank you, Professor,” Magnuson said, stepping forward.

      He quickly formed the blade pattern. Torian had seen him sparring before and had seen how exquisite his control over it was, to the point where he wondered if he would ever be able to draw something similar.

      “Do you have anybody in mind?” The professor asked. “Any of your friends that you would like to challenge? I think for the first class back, we should have a little fun with it. What better way to have fun than to challenge a friend?”

      Even as he said it, and as Magnuson began to look around, Torian had a sinking feeling about what Magnuson was going to do.

      And he didn’t let Torian down.

      His gaze settled on him. “I think my good friend Torian would enjoy sparring.”

      Professor Erickson glanced over to where Torian was standing. “Mr. Ranth? Well, I suppose, though I don’t know that he has the same technical prowess as you do, as he has not been at the university for nearly as long. What do you say about this, Mr. Ranth?”

      A few different responses came to Torian’s mind, and none of them were good. He thought that he would be able to decline, and knowing what he did about Professor Erickson, and the fact that he was a relatively even-keeled, and fair man, Torian suspected that he would not be pressured into sparring if he didn’t want to do it, but he also saw the way that others in the gathered class were looking at him.

      Some were like Magnuson and had been here since Torian had first been designated to this session. Others were new, and they knew nothing about him. In both cases, Torian had this feeling that he had to somehow prove himself, for good or bad.

      He had been working with Professor Order, and though he wasn’t sure that his blade of shadow was going to be effective against metal, he had some experience with it, enough that he thought that he might be able to control it.

      And there was something else.

      He knew that he could use light, earth, and wind effectively.

      The problem that he had was that he wasn’t entirely sure if he was able to use them as fast as Magnuson. He may be valsahir, but Magnuson was well trained and likely had been a martialist for longer than he had been at the university, as Torian had come to learn that many of these students trained with that aspect as diligently as Sarah had trained with hers.

      “I’m open to it,” Torian said, stepping forward. He looked over to Magnuson, who eyed him strangely. “My good friend Magnuson obviously has seen me practicing and must want to give me an opportunity to prove myself,” Torian said, shrugging. “I hope that you forgive my inexperience,” Torian went on, looking over to Professor Erickson, “as I don’t have as much experience sparring like this.”

      “That is quite all right,” Erickson said and pulled Torian and Magnuson toward the center of the clearing. “The sparring is meant to be dangerous but not deadly. You are to blunt your blade,” he said, looking over to Magnuson, as if he needed to warn him, and rather than Torian, “and have a measure of control over it. Now, Mr. Ranth, I don’t know how much control you have over your blade. Do I need to give you some additional instruction?”

      “I can stick with dark if you prefer,” Torian said, looking over to Magnuson, who frowned at him. “I’ve been working with Professor Order, and—”

      “Oh, then this will be quite entertaining,” Professor Erickson said, clapping his hands together again. “If you’ve been working with Isabel, and I am not at all concerned about your ability to control your blade. Very good. Step five paces apart, and then you may begin. Controlled, gentlemen.”

      Torian looked over to Magnuson, who was eyeing him up. He was already starting to form the blade of metal in between his hands, and it looked deadly and sharp, the kind of weapon that Torian could easily imagine cutting his head clean off. He thought that he might be able to protect himself, but…

      But he didn’t know if he had enough blade skill.

      Still, there was what he had learned from Visthor, the different forms that he had studied, and he had ways of using shadow in techniques that he thought might be as effective.

      Torian hesitated a moment. “Do I have to stick with dark, or can I change to different blades?”

      “If you have control, you may change,” Professor Erickson said. “Now. Begin.”

      Torian had barely a moment to react.

      The blade of metal came whipping at him.

      He had seen Magnuson with this technique before, and so he anticipated it, anticipating the way that the blade would come whipping away, spiraling toward him as if it were a living thing. He stepped off to the side and hurriedly formed a blade of shadow—it was harder to call it dark, as it did seem to be concentrated shadow rather than dark—and then pressed it outward and a bulging arc.

      It struck the metal.

      Torian was not entirely sure what was going to happen when it struck.

      Metal was theoretically stronger than shadow.

      Torian had used a variant form of shadow blade, one that Professor Order had been quite adamant that he study. Then again, when it came to working with different variant forms and what Professor Order had wanted him to do, he had plenty of times where she had been quite adamant about how he was supposed to do it.

      Thankfully, the shadow held, but it was more than that.

      Surprisingly, the shadow began to absorb the metal.

      Torian hadn’t expected that.

      When he did, it seemed almost as if the way that he had used the shadow converted the metal into a shadow form, which Torian then felt a connection to through his bulging blade. He sent it back at Magnuson, and the blade whistled through the air as it spiraled toward him.

      Magnuson ducked, and at the last moment, he brought up a single flare of metal blade and carved through it so that the resulting blade was cleaved in half.

      He spun, and with another stretch of his hands, he formed three individual blades.

      That was a variant form that Torian had not seen before.

      He twisted his hands, and then the blades went out on either side of them, with one protruding outward, but that singular blade began to grow, getting longer and longer as it did.

      That was going to be the dangerous one, Torian thought, but there was also danger in that the others might cause a challenge for him as they came at him.

      Shadow might be able to convert them, but could he do that connected to Magnuson?

      As he stepped off to the side when Magnuson strode toward him, he shifted, creating a bulging form of dark, but felt it burst.

      At least he understood what Magnuson was attempting to do.

      Torian barely managed to react and scrambled to form a denser blade of dark, which stopped the attempt of the longer, slender blade of metal from piercing the bubble of darkness. As he held it, Magnuson attempted to jab forward, harder and harder, which was causing Torian’s bubble of dark to continue to collapse.

      He could either release it, step out of the way, and then reform another blade, or…

      Torian went with or.

      He shifted the dark, sliding from one variant form to another.

      Had he not had the experience with Professor Order that he did, Torian wasn’t sure that he would be able to transition from this variant to the next so cleanly. He formed the blade, this one a flat sheet, and he spread it outward and then spread his hands in a swiping fashion, which caused that sheet of dark to go spinning toward Magnuson.

      The sudden shift caught him off guard, and it forced Magnuson to back away, and then with several hurried swipes of his blade of metal, he carved through the sheet, but not before the shadow nearly began to encase the metal.

      “An interesting technique,” Professor Erickson said from the side, “absorption mixed with the blade. I didn’t realize that Isabel was teaching such advanced techniques.”

      Had she been?

      There is part of Torian that worried that maybe he was using a bit of his valsahir connection unintentionally, which wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world, but it would be unexpected for him. Nobody would’ve expected him to have learned something like that, which then posed a bit of danger in revealing what his potential was.

      If any of these other students learned that he was valsahir, he doubted that they would treat him the same, and likely he would not be given the opportunity to spar like this, something that Torian felt was probably necessary.

      Magnuson sent several blades streaking toward him.

      Shadow wasn’t going to work.

      Torian hurriedly shifted and created a blade of wind, and spun, using a technique that seemed natural to him, but only because of how he had seen it used before. It was one of Visthor’s techniques.

      As he spun, he felt the wind catch those blades and sent them streaking up. There was a sharp crack, followed by a whistle, and then the blade went streaking toward Magnuson.

      And only when it did, did Torian realize what he had done.

      He had not been controlled.

      The Blade of Wind was something different, something that he thought he might be able to control, but he had released power, reacting without thinking, and he had unleashed too much power.

      He had to draw back.

      Magnuson stared at him, and it seemed as if he recognized the danger coming in his direction. He probably did.

      He dropped and started to bring up a blade of metal, but he wasn’t going to be fast enough.

      Torian didn’t have much choice here, and so he hurriedly threw something else.

      A shadow blade.

      Rather than throwing a shadow blade at Magnuson or at whatever attack he was going to use, he threw the shadow blade at his own wind blade.

      And when he did, the shadows hurriedly absorbed the wind, which then Torian pulled back to him, using shadow concentrate, drawing that power into a dense band that he summoned toward him, and followed with a hurried stretch of his hand, forming a thick, beam of shadow blade.

      He took a deep breath, panting.

      Magnuson was crouched on the ground, one hand held up, his eyes wide.

      And Torian couldn’t even meet his gaze. He had almost lost control.

      He was supposed to be able to maintain control. That was part of sparring, wasn’t it? And he was supposed to be able to hold onto that, to make sure that anything that he did, it would not harm his opponent. If that blade had struck Magnuson, Torian had no idea what would’ve happened to him.

      Would it have cut?

      It was possible that Torian could’ve dulled the blade, but he didn’t have enough control over it. Had he not had the control that he did over shadow, it was possible that he would’ve lost that.

      “Excellent,” Professor Erickson said, striding forward and clapping his hands once more. “An amazing use of shadow, if I might say so. I will have to let Isabel know that you have been quite a good student of her technique. And to send wind, only to absorb it with the shadow…” He shook his head. “Marvelous.” He looked down at Magnuson. “And your use of metal was outstanding, but you will need to learn permanence so that you don’t find this technique to be so troublesome to you. I am disappointed that I have to point that out to you,” Erickson went on.

      Magnuson bowed his head, keeping his gaze up, and Torian couldn’t help but feel as if his eyes were leveled on him. There was an anger that was seething there.

      Great.

      Here he had wanted to spar, wanting to test himself, and… And what did he have to feel bad about?

      Magnuson was the one to have called him out, after all. If he thought that he could handle Torian, then it was probably a good thing that he had seen that he could not and that Torian was not going to be so easily pushed around.

      “Given what Mr. Magnuson has demonstrated today, I think that the lesson for today will be on permanence. It is a necessary one, even for some of our more experienced—and advanced—students.” Erickson looked around at the others. “Now. If you don’t mind, take up your positions, and we will prepare.”

      Torian moved out of the way, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that Magnuson was watching him, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was angry. Which meant that he was undoubtedly going to have to be cautious around him—even more so than he was already.
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      Torian waited after martial theory class was over and made a point of waiting for the others to file out before he made his way from the yard, as well. Once he was nearly at the entrance to the courtyard, he heard Professor Erickson behind him.

      “Mr. Ranth,” he said.

      Torian hesitated and turned back, looking over to him. He wasn’t sure what to make of the professor calling them back and was a little bit concerned about what he wanted from him. But he also knew that he needed to stay in the professor’s good graces, so he wasn’t going to challenge him, nor was he going to make a run for it.

      Thoughts crept into his mind, worry that maybe Professor Erickson realized how little control Torian had over his blade of wind followed by the blade of shadow that he had chased it with. And if that were the case, what would the professor do—or say—to him about it? Would he be angry? Disappointed?

      “Yes, Professor Erickson?”

      “I want to discuss with you your blade of wind,” he went on.

      Torian blinked. “The blade of wind?”

      His hands felt immediately sweaty.

      “That technique that you used. It is not one that we learn here.”

      Torian breathed out heavily. “No, I suppose it is not,” he said. “I traveled with a couple from Rusav on my way to the Academy, as I’m sure the headmaster has shared with you and some of the other professors,” he said, choosing his words carefully. He believed that most knew about his traveling companions, and there was no point in hiding the fact that he frequently went outside of the city to visit with Sylvia and with Visthor, along with the others. More than that, he believed that Sylvia and Visthor had been helpful with helping to eradicate some of the creatures around the city, so they had earned a measure of goodwill.

      “Interesting. You simply learned from Rusav how to use a blade like that?”

      “I guess so.”

      “The reason that I say something, Mr. Ranth, is that the technique is similar to what they use with their runic-marked blades. Are you familiar with them?”

      Torian resisted the urge to reach for the blade that he had in his pocket.

      “I am,” Torian said. He looked up at Professor Erickson. “And…”

      How much was he supposed to say?

      Keeping secrets wasn’t going to help him here.

      He had come to the university to learn, hadn’t he?

      He reached into his pocket, pulled out the hilt of the blade, and held it carefully. “I learned how to use one.”

      Professor Erickson looked at it. “You learned?”

      “One of the men that traveled with us had learned how to use it, so he taught me. It takes some time, as the technique is somewhat dissimilar to what we use to learn how to control the Saith, but there are aspects of it that are not completely unusual. Mostly in the overall power and the patterns that are related to it.”

      Professor Erickson looked at him for a long moment, saying nothing, while eyeing up the Blade of Wind. There was something in the way that he was watching that left Torian thinking that perhaps Erickson wanted nothing more than to have an opportunity to take the Blade of Wind and test whether or not he could use it. If he were to ask that, Torian wasn’t sure what he might do. He felt a certain possessiveness about his blade, though maybe it was a mistake, as he wasn’t even sure if there was any reason for him to feel such possessiveness, as the Blade of Wind was claimed off of the body of a soldier. Torian didn’t know which soldier he had taken it from him at this point.

      “Do you think you may be able to teach this?”

      Torian frowned. “Well, you need another Blade—”

      Professor Erickson cut him off and reached into his own pocket, withdrawing a small, slender, dark gray hilt.

      Torian had never seen a Blade of Wind quite like that before. All of the blades that he had ever seen had the same appearance, though he wasn’t sure if that was something to the Blade of Wind or if it was just the soldiers that had come through here, using their blades to fight like that.

      “Where did you get that one?” Torian asked.

      Professor Erickson frowned, and he remained completely quiet for a few moments. Torian wasn’t sure if he was going to answer or if perhaps he was trying to decide how to answer.

      Finally, he flashed a tight smile and regarded Torian. “I was called to handle an attack not far from Corsalt recently. It was dealt with before I got there—it seems the Rusav creatures lost a measure of control.”

      Torian’s heart hammered. “Near an ancient temple?”

      “Why… I suppose it might have been. Why?”

      He shook his head. There was more going on here than others knew; Torian was certain, but what was it? Sylvia wasn’t going to share, so maybe Torian would have to piece it together on his own.

      “I see,” Torian said. “Do you mind?”

      “Of course not,” Professor Erickson said.

      He offered his Blade of Wind while waiting for Torian to hand his over, which he did, though he did so with a bit more reluctance than what the professor did. Torian couldn’t help but feel a bit of hesitancy, as he wasn’t even sure if he wanted to share, but at this point, he thought that maybe Professor Erickson needed the benefit of the doubt about what he was doing, and the Blade of Wind, and…

      As soon as Torian held onto the strange hilted blade, he felt a trembling within him. It was very different than what he had felt when he was holding onto his own blade, almost as if there was something to it that triggered something differently within him. He studied it, holding onto it, feeling the strange surge of power.

      “Now, this may not be much of interest to you,” he began, looking over to Torian, “but I have always felt as if there is a certain connection to it I can feel. I was hopeful that you might be able to give me some assistance as to how to use that.”

      At this point, Torian didn’t know if there was going to be anything with the way that he was holding onto the Blade of Wind that would be able to help. He twisted the end, anticipating that the blade would slide out the same way that his did, but while it did slide, it did so with a very different form.

      Whereas his blade was slightly curved and elongated and carried with it the power of whatever Saith connection was trapped inside of the hilt, this one gave off a different sort of energy. Torian could feel it, and he could tell that there was something to it, but even though he wasn’t sure what it was, nor was he sure how or why he was able to determine this as clearly as he did. Something about the hilt, and the energy that was there, struck him as significant.

      He stepped back, and he positioned himself in the way that Visthor had taught him.

      He felt for the power within the blade.

      He had to default back into some of the basic steps, the basic forms, thinking that, if nothing else, that would be the key to helping him understand the energy that was within the blade.

      As he started to step through the patterns, he began to feel…

      Torian wasn’t even sure what it was that he was feeling, only that he could detect some bit of power that was there that seemed as if it were fighting him. It did not benefit from the same advantage of the power that he had otherwise. As he attempted to turn and twist and fight with it, he could feel something pushing against him.

      There was no whistling. There was nothing about it that activated in the way that he normally did when he was using the Blade of Wind.

      He focused. If this was anything like the variant forms of other patterns, then maybe it required a slight shifting. He focused on the valsahir connection within him. He had never really done that with the Blade of Wind, but then again, it had never really been necessary for him to do so in order for him to feel the power within it. And now, focused as he was, Torian had a distinct sense of energy coming through him that he poured out into the Blade of Wind, and he tried to feel for whichever direction it was wanting to guide him. It seemed as if there had to be some way, but he wasn’t sure what it was going to take, nor was he sure how much power he was going to push into it. However, it did seem as if he needed to be pushing some of that.

      Gradually, he began to feel the change. It required that he slide his feet, of all things, and he had to position his hands a little differently on the hilt. Then when he turned into the form, he felt the wind, he felt the power, and…

      And the ground trembled.

      This was not Blade of Wind.

      He nearly stumbled.

      “What did you just do?” Professor Erickson said.

      “I thought that you had the same thing,” he said to him, and he frowned, holding onto the Blade, but trembling with the power that he felt within it. How could he not? Whatever this was, and however it worked, was very different than the Blade of Wind, but did that mean that he could not control it in the same way?

      “Earth?” Torian asked, holding it out to him.

      “I have never known,” he said. “I found it on a soldier years ago.” He shook his head. “It took me years to learn how to even extend the blade. You know that?”

      “It is a simple matter,” Torian said.

      “Simple for somebody who has already experienced it once, but not so simple for somebody who has never learned how they use it. I tried different Saith and sahir powers through it, but any time that I attempted to do that, nothing really changed for me. It came to the point where I began to question if I had only imagined seeing what I thought that I had seen.” He breathed out. “And then you extended the blade with little more than a thought. And it took you mere moments to make it work?”

      “It isn’t wind,” Torian said.

      Professor Erickson frowned at him. “I don’t see the issue.”

      “In the attack,” Torian began, nodding to his own Blade of Wind, “all of the soldiers carried Blades of Wind. Not earth.”

      “I don’t see the issue.”

      “The issue is that they have a separate Saith connection in this one than what mine has.”

      Would Visthor know?

      And if he did, would he be able to use it?

      Torian wanted to take the Blade of Earth with him because he wanted to know if there was something more that he might able to learn with it, but he doubted that Professor Erickson would allow him to take it.

      Unless he left the Blade of Wind.

      “Can you show me?” Professor Erickson said.

      “I can show you with that one,” Torian answered, “but I’m not going to be able to show you with this one.”

      “You just made it work,” Professor Erickson said.

      “I had to feel for it,” he said. “It’s sort of like how you feel for different variant forms when you are forming the patterns. You have to push a little power out, and you have to feel the way that it flows, and then you can find a bit of familiarity with it, but if you don’t already know the patterns, you won’t know the distinction, or the difference, when it forms in a different manner.”

      Professor Erickson looked down at his hands. “I suppose that does make a certain sort of sense. Would you mind teaching me with that one?” He asked, nodding to the Blade of Wind in his hands, while Torian held onto the Blade of Earth.

      “I don’t mind,” Torian said, “as long as you don’t mind if I borrow this for a little while. I’d like to work with it to see if I can learn the different techniques that are within it and to see if there might be something that I could use with it.”

      And it left him with another question, but it was one that he was not sure who to ask. Certainly not Professor Erickson, as he didn’t really understand the difference between the blades.

      What if Rusav had different blades for each Saith connection?

      Would it mean that there would be a dark blade as well?

      Given his connection to shadow now and how he had learned to master it, Torian had to hope that perhaps there could be, but if there was, what would it mean for him?

      And the better question, Torian knew, was whether it even mattered.

      Having the abilities that he had, and the way that he was able to use them, made it so Torian didn’t necessarily need to have the same power, nor the same connection, as he had otherwise. And so he was left to question.

      “Of course, I don’t mind,” Professor Erickson said, and he looked down at the Blade of Wind. “Do you mind starting now?”

      Torian nodded. “It’s a simple matter,” he said, beginning with the very first lesson that Visthor had taught him. “You have to learn how to place your feet, and from there, you allow the blade to do the work.”

      Professor Erickson was an eager and rapt student. As Torian began to work through the lessons, he found that there were plenty of comparisons to many of the different things that they did with the blades in martial theory class. Because of Professor Erickson’s skill as a martialist, he already had an advantage over Torian when he had begun to use it. Professor Erickson seemed to have an innate understanding of how to form the patterns, and so as Torian guided him through some of the basics of what Visthor had taught him; he found it easier than it had been when he had even been working with Jakob.

      After spending about an hour, he paused for a moment, wiping a bead of sweat off of his brow. In that time, Torian had taken a few moments to test the Blade of Earth, testing whether there was anything within it that he might be able to use to see if he could extend more power from it, but even as he did, he could only feel the different patterns and had not been able to explode more earth out of it. The only thing that he had been able to do so far had been to get a bit of a rumbling, and that trembling, however potent it was, had not been nearly enough to be able to do anything with. He believed that there was something else to it, and he thought that there was some way that he might be able to understand the power within it, but so far, he hadn’t been able to do that.

      Finally, Professor Erickson paused, twisted the hilt of the Blade of Wind, and he turned to Torian. “It is marvelous, I have to say. I have never been able to do anything like this, and I must admit that I understand the benefits that Rusav gains from this. You don’t have to focus on the sahir, and you can simply embrace the Saith connection.”

      Torian wasn’t sure if he would’ve called it that way, but maybe it was something marvelous to somebody like Professor Erickson, who had been studying martial theory for his entire life, and obviously enjoyed that aspect of the Saith connection.

      “I’ve always wondered if there was a way to try to mix different blades with it,” Torian admitted. “When I was first using it, I realized that I could add light to the wind,” Torian said.

      “I don’t see how,” Professor Erickson said.

      “Watch,” Torian said. He took a step back, using the Blade of Earth, and while twisting, he also shifted the pattern, holding a bit of light through it. It was a little more difficult than it normally was and required him to rotate into a different variant form that he had been before, but having done it through the Blade of Wind, it was easy enough for him to do to the Blade of Earth, so that he could feel the distinction. A bloom of pale white began to extend from the end, glowing off the sides, and there was heat.

      That was quite a bit different than it was with the Blade of Wind.

      Then again, with the Blade of Wind, it might be that he didn’t have the right variant. Torian did not know if he was using it in that manner, and if he was using it the wrong way. There was a possibility that he was training power in a way that would not be as effective as what he would otherwise use.

      Professor Erickson watched him, and there was something in his eyes that seemed as if it were glowing, practically gleaming with excitement.

      “Fascinating,” he said. “And you can do that with this one?”

      “That one was actually easier for me,” Torian said. “But then, I have a predilection for light, so that’s why I mixed it with the wind when I began to do that.”

      “It will give me something more to practice, then. I would like you to come to visit me in my office tomorrow.”

      “In your office?”

      “We will work, Mr. Ranth. That is unless you would prefer otherwise?”

      Hadn’t Torian wanted to continue to practice?

      That was how he was going to get better and how he was going to continue to improve so that he could become the valsahir he believed that he wanted to be, and that he believed that he needed to be. But now he was getting all of his professors wanting to work with him.

      How much more would he have time for?

      He nodded. “Of course, Professor.”
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      Torian squeezed the hilt of the Blade of Earth as he followed Professor Order away from the university, trailing after her as they headed deeper into the forest. He had no idea if they were going to find any shadow wolves, but she seemed adamant that they tried, mostly because she believed that she could have some way of communicating with them. He was willing to attempt this, mostly because he wanted to see if there would be any way that she could talk to the shadow wolves and, if so, if she could teach him that technique.

      “So you’re saying that Erickson had a secondary blade?” Professor Order asked.

      “Well, I think he’s had it on him for quite some time,” Torian said. “And this one is quite a bit different than wind. I suspect that means there is something for light, metal, water,” he went on, which he found odd, as he couldn’t imagine one of the Blade of Water might look like in this form, “and even—”

      “Dark,” she said, her voice falling soft.

      “I think so,” Torian said.

      “And you want to know if I have any knowledge or experience with such things.”

      “Well… You have more experience with dark than almost anybody else that I’ve ever met, and I was hopeful that maybe you had some experience with it now that you might be able to share with me so that I could use that to track down if there were any similar weapons.”

      “Not me,” she said. “If you want some specifics about this type of weapon,” she went on, nodding to the Blade of Earth in his hand, and her mouth pressed into a tight line for a few moments as she seemed to consider, “there is one other person that you could go to that is in the city, though given your previous experience with him, I doubt that he is going to provide you with anything.”

      “I do want to go back to the Viper,” Torian said. “I feel like I need to so that I can see if there might be something that he might be able to teach me.”

      She snorted, shaking her head. “I don’t know if the Viper is willing to teach, but if he would explain something to anyone, I imagine it would be someone like you.”

      They headed deeper into the forest. They had passed the rim of the strange trees so that Torian’s valsahir connection was no longer muted as it had been before. Now that he was beyond that perimeter, he knew that he had to be more careful with it, though. Any time that he was beyond that border, he could feel how easy it would be for him to shove that weight off to the side and to draw upon even more power than what he thought would be safe other what inside of laundry, he didn’t fear it quite as much. It was harder for him to draw on that power, for one thing, and it was even harder for him to push that aside, but outside of that perimeter, it took barely more than a nudge.

      Was that going to be what it was like for him outside of Corsalt?

      And was it safe for him to train like this?

      Or maybe it was the safest way for him to train.

      Learning how to control it, how to have a measure of success with shifting that weight inside of himself, might be key to how he could draw power and how he might eventually, one day if things went well, learn to control it. Torian had no idea if he would ever have any real control over it, but he hoped that he could.

      “I don’t know that it matters to him,” he finally said.

      She snorted. “We don’t really know what matters to somebody like him, do we? It is entirely possible that the only thing that truly matters, at least for a person of his type of power, is finding somebody who shares his interest in controlling it.”

      Torian frowned at that thought, but then again, maybe he shouldn’t. Maybe she was right about that.

      “Do you think that he would try to turn me?”

      She paused, and as she did, he could see the shadows creeping away from her. One benefit of the dark connection to the Saith power was that it at least created a visible presence. At least, in places like this, and in places where Torian was also using dark, primarily so that he could see what she was doing, and feel what she was doing, and so that he could hopefully find if there was something that was connecting to the shadow wolves.

      “Do you think that you have the potential to be corrupted?”

      “I don’t think that I do,” Torian said, and he frowned as he did and turned, looking around for a moment, before settling his gaze back on her, “but again, I… Well, I’ve never spent any time around somebody from Rusav. I was captured for a little while, but they were brutal, and so I had no interest in serving them.”

      “But at that time, you supposedly did not have a great connection to the sahir power.”

      “No,” Torian agreed. “Now it’s quite a bit different. And I keep learning more about the various patterns, variant forms, and everything that I need to be a skilled sahir.”

      “So do you think that you would be more or less valuable to Rusav now?”

      “I would imagine I would be quite a bit more useful to them.”

      “So they would put more effort into it,” she said. “And, given our past experience with Rusav, they would probably also attempt to sway you, making promises of power, of items, and of glory.”

      “They destroyed my village,” Torian said, his voice falling silent.

      In the distance, he caught sight of a shadowy form moving. It had to be a shadow wolf, but he didn’t know if it was his shadow wolf or if it was simply a shadow wolf.

      “Yes. They destroyed your village. It will do well for you to keep that in mind as you continue to learn and given whatever exposure you have to them. You would not want for them to find a way of getting through to you and somehow corrupting you.”

      “I don’t think that would be possible,” Torian said.

      “You might be surprised at what is possible when Rusav decides to put their mind to such things.”

      She continued onward, and as she did, Torian found himself staring, having no good idea about what he could say to counter that. Could he ever be corrupted?

      He didn’t think so. He hated the idea that he could be, though. And yet, didn’t he want to learn about this power, how to control it, and how to have some way of managing all of that so that he might be able to learn more and more? There was a certain appeal to it, and if the Viper offered that to him, what would Torian do and say? He liked to think that he would decline that opportunity, but would he? It really depended upon what sort of promises were made to him.

      He caught up to her. “I think there’s a shadow wolf out here,” he said.

      “You think?” She frowned as she turned, looking around, before settling her gaze on him. “How is it that you don’t know?”

      Torian chuckled. “Have you ever seen a shadow wolf before?”

      “Well, not before then, but I had heard of them.”

      “And the only reason that you saw them before was because Visthor allowed you to see them. Or, as is more likely, they allowed you to see them because he didn’t think that you were dangerous.”

      She regarded Torian for a long moment before shaking her head and sending a few strands of foggy shadow streaking away from her. He could feel the power within it, even though he wasn’t sure if there was anything within it that he might be able to control. He could feel the way that she was sending it, sweeping it, and controlling it.

      “Perhaps that is the case, but I would still like to know how you can communicate with them.”

      “I can tell you if the shadow wolf gets closer.”

      He kept moving and following her, but after a little bit, he took his own path, heading away from her. She was holding onto the hilt of the Blade of Earth, and he wondered if there was anything within the blade that he needed to be careful with, as he occasionally would take it, sweep through the air with it, and periodically, Torian could even feel a faint trembling.

      “You may scare them,” she said.

      “I doubt that I will.”

      “They may notice that you are using one of the Saith powers, and they may decide that they don’t want to get close to you with it,” she offered.

      “I don’t think that the shadow wolves are so concerned about that, especially given what they are traditionally connected to.”

      “I see.”

      She fell silent, and she followed him, saying nothing more as they continued making their way through the forest, to the point where Torian started to feel like he was seeing strands of shadow around him, but at this point, he didn’t know if those were strands that she was controlling, or if they were strands of the shadow wolves. He found himself working through different variant forms, stepping through different techniques of the Saith power, to try to detect whether there would be any way for him to control even more of it, but even as he did, he could not find anything.

      Finally, he paused near a stream. They had been walking for the better part of the morning, and in that time, he had felt as Professor Order had been using the dark and had been working through different patterns, but even as she did, he had not found anything more to detect, nothing that would be useful for them.

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I think that we need to head back. There isn’t going to be anything here.”

      “Unfortunate,” she said, pressing her lips together into a tight frown as she did and looking around. “You would have thought that it would have been much easier for you.

      Torian shrugged. “I’ve come to learn that it is unlikely, as there is unlikely to be anything that the shadow wolves will do, at least unless they decide they want me to know of it.”

      “You think that they are in that much control over it?”

      “It could be,” he said.

      Torian took a few more steps, and then he paused.

      He saw a hulking form up ahead. He raised a hand, waving to Visthor, when he realized that Visthor was crouching down, looming over one of the shadow wolves. He motioned for Professor Order to come over to him, and he lowered his voice, whispering to her.

      “Watch what he is doing,” he said.

      She frowned, and she studied Visthor, to which he appreciated her listening and not even arguing with him. At this point, he wasn’t sure if she was willing to fight or argue or if there was anything more to it, but thankfully, she did not.

      She simply observed.

      After a moment, she turned to him. “He does seem to have a bit of control over dark, but I cannot follow what he is doing.”

      For whatever reason, Torian could, though. He could practically see it, and what was more, it was not just what he could see but what it was that he could feel. There was something to the way that the dark worked around Visthor and around the shadow wolf that spoke to Torian. It was almost as if there was a flurry of movement, back and forth, shadow summon, shadow dispel, concentrate, and variant forms of it.

      It was a language.

      That much Torian was increasingly certain of, but it also meant that if it was a language, it would take time to learn and master, probably as long as it took to learn any sort of language.

      After a moment, the wolf turned, looking toward Torian. He locked eyes with him.

      And in that moment, Torian was certain that the wolf used a bit of shadow summon. He felt it against him somehow.

      Maybe it was because Torian was holding onto a shadow summon pattern himself, and shadow summon to shadow summon seemed to work in such a way that it connected, binding them, or maybe it was simply that the shadow wolf was using enough power, attempting to give him some power so that he could feel it. Whatever it was, Torian felt the flow of energy coming off of the shadow wolf, and he was drawn.

      Visthor turned, straightening, and he snorted. “Did not expect to see you here.”

      “We came looking for shadow wolves,” Torian said, nodding to Professor Order. He glanced over to her, and he saw her completely shrouded in shadows as if she were afraid to reveal herself. He shook his head. “That’s not going to do anything for them,” Torian said. “And…” As he turned to Visthor, he realized the reason that she was doing it and wondered how he might react. “I don’t think that Visthor will hold it against you.”

      “Hold?” Visthor asked.

      “Well,” Torian said, looking over to Professor Order, and feeling the heaviness of the shadows that she was using, He used a flicker of shadow dispel, which was far easier to empower out here, away from the city, and away from the restrictive barrier that was placed around it. His valsahir power exploded the shadows from her. “She was the one who was trying to draw the dark off of the shadow wolves. I don’t think that she knew what she was doing,” Torian said, arching a brow at Professor Order, who stood in place, looking as if she were ready to attack with shadows again, “but she would like to understand the shadow wolves and the dark that they are connected to.”

      Visthor growled, and he took a step toward Torian.

      “Visthor,” Torian said, raising a hand.

      He realized that he was still holding onto his Blade of Earth, and Visthor suddenly stopped, looking at it.

      “Where did you get?”

      “One of the professors had it, and he wanted to learn how to use the Blade of Wind, but I realize that it couldn’t teach him with what he had because it was connected to earth.”

      Visthor flicked his gaze up to Torian. “You use?”

      “Well, I can use. It is a different pattern and a different shape to the pattern, but it takes only a little bit of an adjustment so that I can feel the connection. Why?”

      “Dangerous,” Visthor breathed out.

      “Why is it dangerous?”

      “You see Rusav soldiers carried blades,” he said.

      “Obviously,” Torian said. “And we can defeat them. We have claimed quite a few blades for ourselves, as you know.”

      “There are other soldiers,” Visthor said. “Elite, you would call them. They use those.”

      “The elite soldiers use blades of earth?” Torian asked.

      “Yes.”

      “But what about blades for other aspects of Saith? Light? Dark? Water?”

      “Not know,” Visthor said, shaking his head, and he stared at the blade that Torian was holding onto. “But that’s dangerous. You do not hold it. Definitely don’t use.”

      “Why shouldn’t I use it?” He focused on it, thinking about whether there was anything within it, and wondered if he might be able to try to draw through it, but even if he attempted to do so, he wasn’t sure that it would make much of a difference. He had trouble holding onto the pattern, anyway, so he didn’t think that it would make that much of a difference, at least compared to what he did with the Blade of Wind, which was so much easier for him to control and manage.

      “What you feel with it?” Visthor asked, getting close to him and still seemingly ignoring Professor Order. Torian didn’t know if he was ignoring her because he was upset with her, or if he was ignoring her because he didn’t think that she deserved his attention, or maybe it was just that he didn’t trust himself around her and to do or say anything to her.

      “I feel earth,” Torian said.

      Professor Order sucked in a breath.

      “What?”

      “Well,” she said, “what I think that your large friend is trying to imply is that there are various ways of communicating with different aspects of the Saith. As you have already identified, there seems to be a way to connect to the Saith with dark.” She regarded Visthor for a moment before turning to Torian. “And there can be one with wind, but it is a bit more tenuous. Earth, however, is a deeper, more substantial connection. And, if I’m not mistaken, what your friend is concerned about, is that if you were to use that blade, and you were to use it the wrong way, you may summon Rusav.”

      Torian held onto the blade for a long moment, staring at it, his mind racing.

      “I see. So… I can’t use it.”

      “Not unless you want Rusav to come. You summon. Elite come.”

      “Maybe you retract that blade, Mr. Ranth,” Professor Order said.

      Torian nodded.

      “Now, if you don’t mind, I would like to learn how you are using dark. We will begin with the basics,” she said to Visthor. Visthor frowned at her. “You will show me how you speak to these creatures, and I will discuss with you what I see. Go on. We will begin.”

      Torian wanted to tell Visthor that his argument was probably not going to make a difference. Not with this woman.

      Visthor growled, and he turned to one of the shadow wolves, which surprised Torian because its tail was swishing side to side, its ears perked, and it seemed to Torian that there might actually be a smile on its face. That, however, had to be his imagination.
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      Torian watched Professor Order as she crouched down in front of the shadow wolf, leaning toward the creature as if she was going to get some answers from it, which amused him a little bit, partly because she had been so antagonistic toward the shadow wolves in the past. He could see the way that she was moving her hands, forming one of the dark patterns that caused a bit of shadow summon and shadow dispel to work from her, radiating back and forth, creating a swirling bit of power that she held onto.

      “What is required for this?” she asked, looking over to Visthor, who leaned against one of the nearby trees, tapping his hand on his Blade of Wind.

      Seeing Visthor holding onto the Blade of Wind left Torian with a bit of uncertainty, partly because he no longer felt so comfortable with the Blade of Earth. Could he really summon Rusav with it?

      Knowing what he did about some of these things and the type of danger that these weapons posed, Torian believed that it was entirely possible that he could summon Rusav. The idea he would accidentally do something that would call his enemy to here was terrifying to him, especially because of what Visthor claimed about the blades. Torian understood that simple uses of the Saith power could certainly do much more than what he had experience with and there was a distinct possibility that he might accidentally draw upon the wrong kind of power and unintentionally call to Rusav.

      “You speak the wolf,” Visthor said.

      “I am trying to speak to the wolf,” she said. “But it seems as if the wolf doesn’t want to listen.”

      The wolf flicked its gaze up to her. And as it did, Torian had a distinct sense of shadow from it once again.

      He had not learned to speak to the wolf, but that didn’t mean that he couldn’t. Learning more about shadows meant that Torian was going to have more possibility to learn to use that in order for him to speak to the wolves. Only the difference for him, at least from what he had experienced, was that his ability to speak to the wolves was tied to the valsahir connection that he already had to them.

      “They listen. They choose not to speak.”

      Torian stifled a laugh.

      Visthor looked over, shrugging at him.

      “This is not amusing, Mr. Ranth,” she said.

      “I don’t know,” Torian said, “it seems to be a little bit amusing to me. You are using shadow. It seems that the wolf is using shadow. And, if I were honest with you, I do think that the wolves remember that you used shadow against them before.”

      She straightened, stiffening as she did. For a moment, it seemed as if there were even more shadows that swirled around her for just a moment before they settled and then relaxed. “It was a mistake,” she said, and this time, she spoke to the wolf, using a bit of shadow as she did.

      Torian felt something that time. It was different than what he had seen from her before, as when she had been working with the wolves in the past, she had simply tried to radiate shadow as if that were going to control things for her. In this case, she was using her own connection, and it seemed as if she were controlling the shadows much better than she had before.

      “I have tried to apologize, and I have come out here of my own volition in order for me to try to understand what it will take to communicate with you effectively.” She bowed, and as she did, more shadows swirled from her in a strange pattern.

      This wasn’t strictly shadow dispel, nor was it strictly shadow summon. Torian wasn’t exactly sure what it was that she was using, only that the combination seemed to sense work steadily.

      “The wolf say that he forgive.”

      “He did?”

      “He did. I not,” Visthor said, straightening. He looked over to Torian for a moment. “She hurt wolves.”

      “I know I did,” she said, and she looked over to Visthor. “And I understand that ignorance is not an excuse, but it is the truth. I was ignorant. I was afraid. And I thought that perhaps Rusav was attacking. You must understand that what we had experienced around the city was enough that it left many people worried about the dangers that were taking place.”

      “I know. Fear make people do strange things.”

      She nodded her head hurriedly. “It really does.”

      “But fear no excuse.”

      “No,” she agreed. “Fear is not an excuse. If you would give me an opportunity, I would try to make amends.”

      “Amends, how?”

      “What would it take? I will work with you? Train with you? I just want to understand.”

      Visthor snorted. “Amends. Yes. I think amends be good.”

      “Wonderful. When should we do this?”

      “Now.”

      Professor Order glanced over to Torian, who shrugged.

      “Not Torian. He no make amends.”

      “But he is my student.”

      “He my student, too. He no make amends.”

      “So you would just dismiss him?”

      “He do whatever he choose.”

      Professor Order looked over to Torian, and there was a strange expression in her eyes. It was one that Torian wasn’t exactly sure how to read, but there was a part of him that wondered if perhaps she wanted him to stay with them, nonetheless. But Visthor’s hard gaze told Torian all that he needed. It was almost as if Visthor were speaking through the shadows, speaking to him, and trying to compel him in one specific way. It was something that Torian was smart enough to recognize and smart enough to realize that he wanted nothing to do with.

      “I have a few things that need to be doing, anyway. I had offered to bring you out here, and…” Torian shrugged.

      Professor Order watched him for a moment, and Torian debated whether or not he wanted to stay. It was going to be more of a guarantee that he was going to have an opportunity to see what she did with Visthor. At the same time, he had a strong suspicion that if he were to stay with them, that Visthor would limit some of the things that he shared, anyway. Besides, she needed to work through the issues with Visthor after all.

      He bowed his head and then headed away.

      As he started, Visthor whistled.

      Torian didn’t need to feel for the shadows, though he did, to know how many of the shadow wolves were coming. There had to be a dozen.

      And he could easily imagine Professor Order’s reaction to knowing that there were a dozen different shadow wolves that suddenly surrounded them. Torian wasn’t about to intervene in that. In fact, he thought that it was best if he absolutely did not.

      He headed back toward the wagons, where he slowed for a moment and made his way over to Sylvia’s wagon, knocking on the door. In the time that they had been at the edge of the city, Sylvia had worked with some of the others, and they had applied a fresh coat of paint to most of the wagons so that they all looked much brighter and more vibrant than they had in quite some time. Her own wagon was painted yellow with some maroon. There was a start of a mural that somebody was painting along the sides, leaving Torian wondering just who it was that Sylvia trusted to paint her own wagon. Maybe her. Then again, Torian did not know that she had much artistic talent.

      When the door came open, Sylvia glanced out, frowning. “Torian? Is everything well?”

      “I thought that I would let you know that Visthor is with Professor Order, who requested an opportunity to try to understand the shadow wolves.”

      She started to laugh. “You thought I should know this?”

      “Mostly if you hear the wolves howling,” he said.

      “Do you think they will?”

      Torian shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t really know. She has control over shadows, and it’s possible that she might have some way of communicating with them, but she also is a bit stubborn when it comes to dark pattern, thinking that she knows better than others. For the most part, she’s probably right. But I worry that she’s going to let that get into her head, and she’s not going to be quite as good at listening to Visthor as she needs to.”

      “I will keep an ear open,” she said. “How has it been going otherwise?”

      It was a loaded question, and given everything that he had been doing and what she knew that he was trying to do with the Viper, he wasn’t sure quite how to answer. “No differently.”

      “Have you gone back to him?”

      “No. I don’t know that they want me to go too often. I feel like I need to have a plan the next time that I go to see him.”

      “Undoubtedly.”

      “Would you want to come?”

      Sylvia tensed, and standing where she did inside the doorway to her wagon, it looked as if she were about to topple out. She hurriedly shook her head. “I think that would be a terrible idea.”

      “Are you that afraid of him?”

      “I’m afraid of how I might react around him. Even chained and imprisoned, there are many things that leave me concerned about him.”

      “I understand, but for us to know what he might have planned—”

      “This has nothing to do with us. This has everything to do with you and your desire to understand your valsahir connection. Not that I blame you. I think Aldrich would very much want you to learn that and to master it, but I also think that my being present is dangerous to me.”

      Torian nodded. “I think I understand.”

      “Good. Now, I am willing to offer you as much information about him as I can if it will assist you with information gathering of your own. I do not know if that’s going to be the case or not, but again, I am willing to try.”

      Torian nodded once again.

      “Was there anything else?”

      “I suppose not.”

      He wanted to ask her about her plans and how much longer she intended to stay here, but he didn’t. It was the question that was on his mind more often than not, one that he feared asking, partly because he feared the answer. The moment that Sylvia and Visthor left, likely taking Jakob that Invat and Charlek with him, was the moment that Torian lost something that he valued, but it was also something that he wasn’t exactly sure that he should hold onto. He intended to keep his sister with him in Corsalt, mostly because eventually, Liana would prove that she had the ability to join him at the university, but it would take years before she was fully equipped to learn some of the things that she needed to know.

      And did he really have years?

      Could he really sacrifice studying, though?

      That was the question that also plagued him, one that increasingly Torian felt as if he needed to understand the various opportunities that the Saith provided him and learn about variance and about the different patterns that would help him become as powerful a sahir as possible. Only through doing that would he become the valsahir that he thought that he could be.

      And if it took years…

      Well, maybe that was exactly what Aldrich had wanted for him when he had sent them here. Aldrich likely had known how long it would take Torian to master many of the things that he wanted and probably knew what Torian would have to endure for him to do so.

      Sylvia leaned out of the wagon for a moment and glanced along it. “I know this is not how you envisioned your days going.”

      “That’s not it at all,” Torian said.

      She frowned at him, and then she offered a hint of a smile. “Perhaps not it at all, but it is somewhat the truth.”

      Torian nodded slowly. “When I envisioned coming to the university, I didn’t envision doing so under the threat of Rusav, and I suppose that I didn’t even understand what was involved in the training at the university. Now that I know…”

      “How would it change things for you?”

      “I guess that I don’t even know that, either. When I was younger, I always believed that getting to the university was the destination. I thought that was all that I would ever want and all that ever mattered. But now I know that’s not the case. Even if I had made it here when I was younger, I still don’t know that I would’ve been able to train the way that would have been necessary. I would have needed to find a mentor, and I would’ve needed… Well, I don’t even know what I would’ve needed.”

      “There are some who believe that all come to what they are supposed to come to.”

      “Like fate,” Torian said.

      “Something along the lines of that. Do you believe in such things?”

      “I never did before.”

      “What about now?”

      “I think that it’s possible that there are powers in the world that are guiding aspects of things that influence us. I don’t know how I could feel otherwise, especially given what I can feel of the Saith power when I tap into it.”

      “Do you believe that the Saith control you, or do you think it’s more likely that they merely influence?”

      “To be honest, I just don’t know. I think it’s possible that they influence, but if they do, the type of influence is difficult, isn’t it?”

      “Very much so,” she said. “And you, of all people, have seen that firsthand. When we dealt with Tamish and his pursuit of power, we came face-to-face with someone who believed in the extent of power and how that energy can be reached by those without it. And I believe that you were touched in a way that very few people can understand, especially me.”

      “I don’t know if you could say that, especially you,” Torian said. “You were there.”

      “I was there. And I felt the power that was present. I did not see it, nor did I feel it directly. I wonder what would happen to me if I were able to feel it directly, as I wonder if I would even be able to withstand the force of the direct energy of the Saith.”

      “I don’t know that I was touching the Saith directly. I wonder if I was only connecting to one of them.”

      Sylvia crossed her arms, and she frowned at him for a moment. “While that is possible, the reason I think that Tamish was so intrigued is because the power that was there was the kind of power that he could not reach, nor access, in any other place. It has long been hidden from them, but also long been hidden from the world. It was a place of the valsahir, and difficult to access, difficult for any to understand, and difficult for any to reach.

      “Right,” he said. “And because of that, I just don’t know.”

      “Well, I believe that you will eventually find your way.” She smiled at him. “Regardless of what way that looks and how that plays out for you, I only hope that when you do, what you find is exactly what you hope for.”

      “But it may not be with you.”

      “Perhaps not,” she said. “If you believe in fate, then believe that we were brought together for a purpose, and perhaps only for this time. If you don’t, then it doesn’t matter.” She smiled at him.

      “What if fate keeps us together?”

      “Perhaps it will bring us together again once your studies are completed.”

      “Which means you really are leaving soon.”

      “Soon enough,” she said. “We have a few more preparations to make, and I am hopeful that we will deal with Astrid before we go, but that is not a guarantee. We do understand that there are some dangers from her and what she represents, but it is possible that she will not pose any true danger to your university, nor to the city, given the relative weakness that she has.”

      Torian wasn’t exactly sure about that. Relative weakness was not something that he thought that the Viper would tolerate. And given that Astrid and Johan had been tied together in whatever it was that they had been planning to accomplish within Corsalt, Torian figured that the answers would be found there.

      And as he looked up to Sylvia, he realized that was what she was waiting for.

      “Why don’t we go and see what she can offer us?”

      Sylvia cocked her head to the side, frowning at him for a moment. “See what who can provide?”

      “Well, you want to meet with the headmaster, don’t you? You want to see what Johan might be able to tell us. I haven’t been able to get access to him, but I suspect that if anybody would, it would be you. And besides, it’s not like you don’t have any experience with him. That matters to the headmaster.”

      “I doubt that it matters quite as much as you think, but I do appreciate your thoughts on the matter and you offering your assistance in this.”

      “Does that mean that you don’t want to come with me?”

      She hesitated. “Do you think that she would permit me to question him?”

      “There’s only one way to find out.”

      She frowned for a long moment. “Perhaps that is true. I think that perhaps I should come with you.”

      “Good. I don’t think that she will let me do so.”
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      They walked toward the university, neither of them speaking very much. Torian glanced over to her at one point and realized that he needed to share with her about the Blade of Earth that Visthor had told him, and wondered how she might react to it, especially as Sylvia had a different understanding of all things resolved than what Visthor did, often seeing things in a quite different light.

      He pulled it out of his pocket and held it carefully, though he did not extend it. “This is a Blade of Earth.”

      Sylvia paused. They were at the edge of the city, and the wall that surrounded the city loomed in front of them, enough so that it felt as if they were still outsiders and needing to pass through some barricade before they were able to reach the city itself. Once inside, Torian never felt like an outsider, not the way that he did once he was out here and with Sylvia and the others at the wagons.

      “Where did you get that?”

      He filled her in on the story that Professor Erickson had shared with him and then what Visthor had said about it, her eyes narrowing with each passing moment. As she studied the Blade of Earth, there was a bit of darkness that lingered there.

      “Tell me that you have not used it.”

      “Not exactly,” he said.

      “So you did use it?”

      “Well, I tested it,” Torian said.” But I didn’t intentionally use it. I don’t think that I pushed all that much earth through it.”

      She closed her eyes tightly, and when she opened them, she shook her head. “It may not matter. We have never really understood how much power needs to go into the Blade of Earth in order for Rusav to detect it. And detected, they do. It’s unusual for your instructor to have this.”

      “He claims he found it.”

      “Also unusual,” she said, her voice soft.

      “I don’t think that Professor Erickson is some sort of spy for Rusav,” he said.

      “Perhaps not,” she agreed, “but there may be another reason for his having it. And that is something that we may need to identify before it is safe to destroy it.”

      “Destroy it?”

      “Trust me when I tell you that you cannot use that, Torian. The Blade of Wind are different matters altogether and are useful tools. We were lucky that you and Visthor were able to find them and that he was able to demonstrate their use to you. In fact, I think that we may not have been able to have accomplished what we did without you and he doing so. But a weapon like that,” she went on, nodding to the Blade of Earth in his hand, “is another matter altogether. And as I said, it is the kind of thing that Rusav can detect. It must be destroyed. Otherwise, they will think that one of their own is either in danger, or they may simply come for it.”

      Torian couldn’t imagine the idea of destroying something like it, partly because he found the runes on it to be intriguing to him.

      “I think we should study it before we destroy it,” he said. “Or study it, find a way to disable it so that they can’t detect us, and then destroy it.”

      “It seems to me that you are looking for any way not to destroy the weapon,” she said.

      “Probably,” he agreed. “Because there seems to be so much that we can learn from it.”

      She breathed out heavily. “To be honest, I don’t know. The weapons are old.”

      “That’s what headmaster claims, as well.”

      “And I cannot deny the fact that there are some who believe that they are not innately dangerous, only that the way that Rusav tends to use them is dangerous. But because of how they have co-opted the weapons and the way that they use the power within them, it makes them incredibly dangerous to everyone else.”

      “But I’m valsahir.”

      “Completely untrained,” she said.

      “Ouch,” Torian said.

      Sylvia started walking again, heading toward the door through the wall. “I don’t say that to hurt your feelings, Torian. I say that because you have so much to learn. You are learning rapidly. Probably faster than Aldrich would’ve expected you to do so, but even you have limitations. You may be valsahir, but Rusav has other valsahir, and those who are quite well trained and likely to be incredibly dangerous to you, and to us, with everything that they know and can do. That is what I warned you about and what I warned us to be careful with. We do not need to have them coming at us and attacking us.”

      Torian traced his finger along the hilt of the blade, once again feeling the power and energy that was within it. How could he not? He knew that there was significant power within it, and he wished that he had an opportunity to truly understand that power and understand how to use it. But if it could summon Rusav, it was the kind of thing that he also recognized that he could not safely use. It wasn’t about just him. His curiosity might require that he try to learn about these things, but if others in the city were put into danger because of his curiosity and because of what Rusav might do, Torian simply could not risk that.

      He let out a heavy sigh. “You’re probably right. I just feel like there are so many things that I need to learn, and I want to take every opportunity that I can to learn them, even if that means studying something that might be dangerous.”

      “And I don’t disagree with that,” she said. “If it is useful to expand your knowledge and understanding, it’s the kind of thing that you should want to do. But it also is the kind of thing that you need to be careful with so that you do not put others in danger because of your desire for such curiosity.”

      Her statement matched with what he’d been thinking, anyway, and Torian knew better than to say anything more, as he knew that he wasn’t going to challenge her on this. They reached the entrance into the wall and headed straight through the city, making good time before they reached the university itself. Sylvia paused once there, and she looked at the university buildings.

      “You can keep coming,” he said.

      “I know. It’s just that there is something about this place that always strikes me as unusual. I don’t know how to describe it, nor can I describe how I feel about it. Only that the university itself is a place I feel I do not belong.”

      She stared quietly.

      And as she did, Torian thought that he understood. It was the kind of thing that he had felt, as well. There was a time when he had never believed that he would ever be able to reach the university and would never be able to study here. Now that he was here and given that opportunity, Torian could not help but feel as if there were still aspects of it, and of what he might be able to learn, that were was beyond him. But everything that he had seen suggested that they were not always going to be beyond him.

      They made their way inside, and he guided Sylvia, with her not saying anything more until they reached the headmaster’s office. They passed a few different instructors, many of them glancing from Torian to Sylvia, but none of them stopping him. It said much about Sylvia’s presence at the edge of the city and probably about her role in dealing with the Rusav threat—including the creatures that had surrounded the city—that nobody bothered to stop her. It also said much about his own purpose in the city and within the university, that nobody worried about him bringing strangers into the university, either.

      Had he really settled in that well?

      At one point, he caught a glimpse of Sarah down the hallway, and she frowned. She started coming toward them, but he shook his head, and she gave him a knowing look before heading in the other direction and leaving them alone.

      “Your friend would not be unwelcome,” Sylvia said.

      “I’m sure that she wouldn’t be,” Torian said, and he glanced over to Sylvia before shrugging, “but I also recognize that this is the kind of thing that we need to limit access to, especially if the headmaster is going to give you access to what you want to do.”

      “Perhaps, but she was with you when he was found. She has skin in the game, such as it were.”

      “I know,” Torian said.

      Sylvia was right. Why had he sent her away? Was it because it dealt with Astrid?

      As strange as it felt, there was a part of him that did hesitate when it came to Astrid, especially because he didn’t know his feelings about her. Hurt, certainly, as she had betrayed them, and she had possibly used them in a way that Torian still wasn’t even sure that he understood, but he also had felt like she was his friend. And maybe that was why it hurt him as much as it did.

      “Would advise you not to keep people that you care about outside of your life,” Sylvia said.

      “But I’m not trying to keep her out of my life.”

      “Doing so only creates division and separation, and if you have seen nothing else, I suspect that you have seen the need for there to be cooperation.”

      He nodded. “I have.”

      “Anyway,” she said with a bit of a smile, “now that we are here, let us go and see what this headmaster will do.”

      He reached the door, and he knocked.

      Torian had no idea if the headmaster was even present in her office, but he wasn’t about to tell Sylvia that. Still, there was this part of him that questioned just how much they might be able to learn from Sylvia and might be able to learn from Johan, given everything that he had done. Anything that he might be able to learn might help him with reaching the Viper.

      There was a thudding, and the door came open.

      Torian leaned forward. “Headmaster?”

      She was lean, tall, and reminded Torian of Sylvia with her presence. Her robes flowed around her, heavily rune marked.

      “Yes, Mr. Ranth?”

      “I just came to ask you a question.”

      “It has certainly taken you long enough,” she said.

      Torian frowned. “What has taken me long enough?”

      “Come in. And bring your friend with you.”

      Torian looked over to Sylvia and was surprised that the headmaster had known she was with him, but maybe he shouldn’t be. The headmaster obviously had ways of detecting things and probably had sensed something from him. He wasn’t sure what that was, nor did he know how she had managed it, only that she had.

      He stepped forward and found the headmaster standing in the center of the room, which was odd. Her desk had a cluster of papers and books, and the shelves all around were stuffed with different artifacts, more books, and a few scrolls.

      Torian had been here before, and he had seen all of this, but Sylvia had not. As she entered, her breath caught, and she looked around as if trying to take it all in at one time.

      “Yes, yes,” the headmaster said, waving her hand, “it is all quite impressive. And for somebody like yourself, who has been through Rusav and has seen some of the wonders of the world, I imagine that you are trying to decide if what I have are the originals.”

      Sylvia tore her gaze off of a shelf behind the desk and looked over to the headmaster. Torian frowned, having never really paid any attention to what was back there, but now he certainly did. Originals? What sort of magical and fantastical devices did she have?

      “Are they?”

      “In some respects, they are the originals, and in others, they are not.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Sylvia said.

      “I know, and that is the duality of my experience. There are certain things that are such skilled forgeries that you cannot even identify are forgeries. And they function nearly identically to the originals. So does that make them the original, or does that make them—”

      “It makes them copies,” Sylvia said.

      The headmaster paused. Torian realized that she had been making a strange pattern with her entire body. Most of the patterns that they were trained in involved using hands in specific postures that allowed for the Saith power to be summoned through them. What he saw from the headmaster was something different. It was almost as if she was trying to summon a much larger power, though he didn’t know of any pattern that would involve the entire body. Were there even higher tiers of patterns than what he had heard about?

      As far as he knew, there were a dozen standard patterns. He had never heard of anybody reaching the tenth tier outside of the university, and even here. Torian did not know anybody who could use those patterns other than probably the headmaster. But all of the books referenced the twelve tiers. Beyond that, it seemed impossible.

      Could she have been trying to use one of the much more complicated and almost impossible-to-believe twelfth-tier patterns?

      “Stop staring, Mr. Ranth. If you want to know what I’m doing, simply ask.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “A melding of patterns and runes.”

      He frowned. “A what?”

      “Something theoretical,” she said. “As it is my area of expertise within the university, of course. Runes. I am something of an expert in the patterns, as well, and I have often believed that the patterns are merely an extension of a rune but a temporary one. Many have speculated that with the proper pattern, and with the proper focus, that the body, and the patterns, can be synthesized into a singular form.”

      Torian thought about that. It was strange to believe, but it did seem to be a complementary use of the runic patterns along with the type of patterns that he was taught. It was just that the idea that a person could contort themselves into some sort of rune power…

      But did they have to contort themselves?

      Runes took on the shapes that they did because they required specific patterns to draw the Saith through them, but the different tiers of patterns accomplish something similar. What if that didn’t require something quite like that to succeed? Maybe something like that would even be possible. He could already think of several different basic patterns that might be able to—

      “Mr. Ranth. If you don’t mind, I would like to get back to my research. Though I can tell from your expression that you have considered something. Perhaps the two of us should talk about what you have considered.”

      “It’s just that I can see how such a thing might be valuable.”

      “Wonderful. Then perhaps we will add an elective to your course load. You have been doing such good work that you would be in line for additional studies.”

      “I thought that you didn’t take on other students?”

      “I have not in quite some time, but I may make an exception for a budding valsahir.”

      Valsahir. She hadn’t mentioned that by accident. Maybe she believed that his valsahir power would allow him to meld such things. And he wondered if her forming that pattern upon his entry into the office was not an accident at all. Given what he knew of the headmaster, he thought that it was likely.

      “We need to see your captive,” Sylvia said.

      “I understand that Torian has been working with the Viper. I have allowed Professor Order to bring him down to our prisoner as often as she thinks is appropriate. Especially given that somebody like him who will by his very nature be incredibly difficult for us to understand his goals.”

      “Not that one. The boy you’ve captured.”

      “I’m afraid that I am not able to do that right now.”

      “I need to know what he was planning and what he did while we were traveling with him.”

      “The boy has not been able to speak much,” the headmaster said.

      “Not at all?” Torian asked.

      “He awakens once in a while, but periodically, and not for very long. It’s almost as if whatever effect that Isabel used on him caused him to collapse under the weight of the darkness. Either that, or, as I have begun to suspect, there is an additional influence, one that had probably been there from the very beginning, and his captivity made it reveal itself.”

      “The Viper could not get to him,” Torian said.

      “Not now,” the headmaster said, shaking her head. “But it’s possible that he placed something previously, and he managed to activate it. He may have access to runes that are delayed or only triggered under certain circumstances. He is the Viper, after all.” She turned, twisting and contorting her body once again. “Now, if that is all…”

      “I would like to see him,” Sylvia said.

      The headmaster shook her head. “Fine. You can find him in Professor Thomas’s ward, Mr. Ranth.” She waved for them to leave.

      Torian headed out of her office, pulling the door closed. He frowned.

      Professor Thomas was the healer. And if he was there, then perhaps what the headmaster was saying was right.

      “Why do I get the feeling that you aren’t as convinced with what she’s saying?” Torian asked.

      “Oh, I believe he is not waking up.”

      “And? You don’t think that the Viper is responsible?”

      “Possibly, but there is another consideration. And it’s one that perhaps you—and your friend—need to be aware of. And perhaps you are the one who should investigate it.” She looked over to him. “It’s possible his sister still roams these halls.”
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      Torian didn’t like the idea of sneaking around the halls of the university, partly because he felt as if that were deceptive in a way that he didn’t want to be, and partly because he wasn’t sure that there was going to be anything here that he would be able to find. At least he wasn’t doing that on his own, as Sarah had mentioned that she was willing—and interested—in coming with him.

      “What exactly do you think that you are going to find here?” Sarah asked.

      “It’s not anything obvious,” he said, “I’m just looking for evidence of Astrid having come through here.”

      “And Astrid is this girl that you knew?”

      “Yes.”

      “And how did you know her?”

      “She traveled with us for a little while,” he said, though he had already explained that to her, and she knew that much. He felt as if she deserved more of an explanation than what he had given so far, so he was careful with how much he revealed, but he also understood that she had questions about what he had gone through and what role some of these people might play in his life. “We were friends. And I thought I could trust her. I didn’t realize she was valsahir.”

      He said it quietly, using a bit of a wind pattern in order for him to seal them inside of it as they walked along the halls through the main level of the university, and made a point of trying to trap that communication so that he didn’t have to worry about anybody listening in on them. He didn’t think that anybody would, but at the same time, he simply did not know, and he wanted to be ready for the possibility that somebody might show up. There weren’t very many people who knew that he was valsahir, and he wanted to keep that to himself, not wanting to reveal it to anybody else than he needed to.

      “Maybe she isn’t,” she said. When he looked over to her, she shrugged. “What do you really know about her? You know that she can use dark. And she’s quite skilled with it, obviously, as she had some potential, and the Viper thought that he needed to teach her, so maybe that’s all there is to it, but there is a possibility that she is just a dark user and such skill that…” She shrugged.

      That was a possibility. Given what he had seen of Visthor, in particular, and how there were some people who just had a predilection for dark, Torian could see how that could work, even if he didn’t believe that it was likely. Still, the possibility existed, and he knew that he needed to be prepared for that, and he knew that he wanted to know the answer, regardless.

      “I suppose I could go to the Viper and see what he would tell me,” he said.

      Her eyes widened. “Would you?”

      He started to laugh. “I doubt that he’s going to tell me anything.”

      “You would go to him with that question?”

      “I would go to him… Well, I guess I would go to him to try to understand more about how to use my own power, but I don’t know that he’s going to tell me that, either. I think that somebody like him is more likely to try to keep that to himself, partly because he probably thinks that anything that he might reveal might be useful against Rusav. And to be honest, it would be. The more that I can learn about what I can do, the more that I can control it, the easier it would be for us to be able to handle anything that Rusav throws at us.”

      “It’s just so surprising that the headmaster doesn’t know any way of teaching you. Given everything that you can do and all of this…” She shook her head, sweeping her gaze around her, “it just seems surprising. Maybe it shouldn’t. Maybe it doesn’t seem all that surprising to you.”

      “We just need to find evidence of any passing through here.”

      “How do you propose we do that? I know that you have been looking and trying to see if there is something here that you might be able to find, but I don’t see anything here, and I don’t feel anything here, and I don’t know that there are any runes here that we might be able to uncover, anyway.”

      “I’m just hopeful that we will pick up on something. I don’t know what it might be, and I’m hoping that with my valsahir ability,” he went on, looking over her direction and grinning broadly, though feeling a bit like he was making too much of a big deal about it than he should, “we or I might notice the passing.”

      “Are there any particular signatures you leave behind?”

      He frowned as he thought about it. “I don’t really know.”

      “There has to be something that you could identify. The valsahir use a different kind of power, right? Whatever it is, it seems to be more than what anybody else would be able to draw otherwise and would have to be enough of a power, and a pattern, that should be detectable. Why can’t you just focus on that?”

      Torian had considered that, but even if he were to focus on the kind of power that he was able to draw upon, he didn’t know enough about how to detect the use of power, nor about the residual power. The one thing that he thought that he might be able to draw upon would be the use of dark, using what Professor Order had taught him, but unfortunately, the lessons that she had taught him still didn’t provide him with enough information about what Astrid might’ve been doing, partly because Astrid had been trained by the Viper and her own control over the dark might be greater than what he could do.

      “I’m just looking for any sign of passing through here,” he said. “And to be honest, there may not be anything, and I’m ready for the possibility that we won’t find her or anything here.”

      “It’s okay,” Sarah said. “I understand, and I know you’re looking for this person because you want to know why she did what she did to you. Isn’t that right?”

      “Something along those lines,” he said.

      “And even though I don’t even know what she did to you or what she did that hurt you, I understand. I would want to try to understand that, as well.”

      “She’s doing something to her brother. Or we think that she might be,” he went on, shaking his head and looking over to her. “To be honest, I don’t even know. We don’t know if it’s her or if this is somebody else. It is possible that it is the Viper acting from a distance.”

      “Despite everything that’s been done to hold him in place?”

      “Despite all of that,” he said.

      “Then he would be the kind of person to help you understand what it is that you can do and how to control it.”

      He nodded, as he had felt the same way, and he was appreciative of the fact that she recognized that as quickly as she had.

      “There is something up here,” she said, frowning as she approached the stairwell. It led up and deeper into the university, and far enough out that Torian would’ve exacted there to be anything here, but as she paused for a moment, she traced her finger along a pattern. “This one doesn’t look like any of the types of runic markers we were trained on.”

      Torian approached and used a bit of unstructured valsahir power as he probed into the runic markers. It was a bit dangerous for him to do. He had no idea whether that was going to make any difference or whether there was going to be anything that he might be able to detect in that runic marker by pouring unstructured power out from him. But, at this point, the only thing that he thought was that he needed to figure out what kind of power might’ve been placed here. He didn’t know if there was anything here that Astrid would place, and if there was, if there would be any way for him to feel it, so he probed nonetheless.

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

      “I don’t either. But the pattern.”

      “The pattern,” he agreed.

      He focused on it, studying the pattern, and then he began to use different patterns, testing dark first, and then moving from that into water, wind, light, stone, and even metal. He tested each of them to see if there was anything that he might use to identify the pattern. As far as he had been able to tell, he could not tell the nature of the pattern, nor could he identify what it was supposed to show. There was just power in it.

      “Well, that is unexpected,” she said.

      “Because it’s here, or because you can’t tell what it is?”

      “A little bit of both. We should be able to figure something out on this.”

      “I agree,” he said.

      “So we keep looking. If she placed this, there might be a reason for it, and maybe there’s going to be something else here that she was hoping to accomplish. Runes like this are not unusual.”

      He nodded. “I know.”

      “The shape of the rune is unusual, but the purpose behind them is not. And if we can figure out the purpose behind it, we might be able to understand what she is trying to do and track them.”

      They spent the rest of the afternoon searching through the halls, looking for other runes similar to that one with no success. That was the only one they had been able to identify. After a while, they stopped, near enough to Professor Thomas’s hall that Torian felt as if it weren’t coincidental, and maybe they should have come here in the first place.

      She looked over. “Well?”

      “Well, I don’t see anything here, either, so I don’t know if we have to worry about anything, but maybe we should go and see if there’s anything inside Johan’s room.”

      “Don’t you think that the headmaster would’ve checked there?”

      “Not if she wasn’t expecting there to be runes.”

      They reached the healer’s office, and they knocked.

      It didn’t take long before Professor Thomas opened the door, and he offered Sarah a broad smile.

      “We were hoping to have an opportunity to see your charge,” Sarah said. “The headmaster told us he was still here.”

      He frowned, and he glanced over to Torian for a moment before turning his attention back to her. He seemed to ignore Torian altogether. It was a bit amusing, if only because Torian was the only reason that Sarah had any experience with him in the first place.

      “I suppose if the headmaster shared with you his presence here, I should not be too alarmed by the fact that you know something, but it is a little surprising. I thought that she wanted to keep his presence a secret.”

      “We were the ones who found him in the first place,” she said.

      “Ah. That’s right. I forgot about that.”

      He stepped aside, and they headed into the healing room, where Torian swept his gaze around. The first time that Torian had been here, he had been severely injured. It was larger than he remembered, though maybe that was just a mistake in memory, given everything that he had been through at the time when he had been sick. He noticed shelves stuffed with books and healing ointments, oils, and even some standard bandages. He had never really learned anything about how Professor Thomas used his healing, though he wished that he had an opportunity to understand more of it. It might be beneficial for him. Especially when facing Rusav.

      He looked for anything that might reveal any different type of rune patterns that were there and anything that would help him understand whether Astrid—or somebody along that line—had been in here placing something of any use. He couldn’t tell anything.

      Not with his eyes.

      But if he tried his valsahir power…

      He hadn’t attempted that before, but there had to be a way of him using his expanded valsahir power. He shifted on the weight inside of himself, pushing off the side and drawing some of that energy through himself. He didn’t structure it. But at the same time, he knew that he couldn’t let it go uncontrollably. Torian had enough experience with having released that power that he wanted to make sure that he was prepared for whatever it was that he was going to have to do here. So as that power began to ease out of him, he sent it sweeping into the stone. It was merely a tracking spell use of it, and it worked gradually, pouring into the stone.

      Then he felt it.

      It was unusual, but it was on the bed in the back of the room.

      “Where is he?” Torian asked.

      “He’s back here,” Thomas said, and he led them down a narrow hallway, where Torian suspected that they were going to have to go anyway, as he had felt the strangeness from that direction. And as they slowed, Sarah looked in his direction, and she frowned for a moment. “Well?”

      “There’s something here. It’s something on this,” he said, tapping on the cot. He crouched down and looked underneath it until he saw a marking. It was similar to the one that they had seen in the hallway. It was similar enough that Torian could practically feel something from it. He didn’t have to use the unstructured power the same way in the hall before, but as he poured into this rune with the same sort of unstructured power, Torian began to feel the energy pushing against him.

      Then he felt it slipping from this rune and away toward something else.

      That was odd.

      He looked over to Sarah, who was watching him, saying nothing.

      “They’re connected,” he said.

      “This one and the other one?” Torian nodded. “Do you think that you could alter it?” Torian studied it for a moment. “I might be able to.”

      It was generally fairly easy to alter a rune, but when one was powered the way that this one was, there was a danger in it, as well. If he were to pour too much into it, there was a very real possibility that he would cause some sort of destruction, and he might release too much power, something that he had no interest in doing. So instead, he was careful, and he began to place a small marker on it, adding to the transition between this pattern and the next. Torian wasn’t sure that it was going to make much of a difference, but even as he focused on it, he could feel some part of it sliding and shifting, and then the power began to ease.

      “Anyway,” Professor Thomas began while Torian was attempting to alter the rune, “as you can see, he has been unmoving, and I doubt that he will come around in time soon. Any time that he does come around, or at least it seems like he’s coming around, he fades again. It’s unfortunate.”

      “If it changes, will you let us know?”

      “I send for the headmaster of his status changes. I would leave it for her to decide. He was implicated in the recent attacks, and he does have a Saith injury, so it is going to take time.”

      Torian sensed that Professor Thomas was trying to get rid of them and followed Sarah back out. They paused in the main part of the healing room.

      “It’s unusual. Somebody got in here to leave a rune, and if the rune was determined to try to incapacitate him, it feels like there should be a reason for it. I know that maybe Rusav are trying to keep her from talking, but if her plan was to save her brother, why wouldn’t she have just rescued him?” she asked him.

      “Maybe she can’t.”

      “Maybe. Something about this doesn’t quite add up, and I don’t know what it is, and I don’t know why I don’t like it. I just…” She shrugged. “Well, I just don’t like it.”

      “You just don’t like that we have somebody from Rusav at the university, and we have somebody who obviously had served him that is here, as well.”

      She looked over to him. “You should dislike that, as well.”

      “Oh, I do, but I think that my reason for disliking it is quite different than yours and probably many other people.”

      “Because you just want to use them to learn how to do the things that you can do.”

      He shrugged. “That’s a part of it.”

      “So you intend to go back to him.”

      “Knowing that there are these patterns and knowing what Sylvia has told me about him, I think that is prudent.”

      She started to laugh. “I don’t get the feeling that anything that you might do with him, or to him, is prudent. Do you need help?”

      “I’m quite sure the headmaster would not allow you don’t help me.”

      “Which is probably the reason you should have additional help.”

      She wasn’t wrong, and at this point, he didn’t know what else to say about it, but he wouldn’t mind her assistance. “Next time I go, I’ll see if Professor Order is willing to have you come with me.”

      She nodded. “Good. Now that that’s done, why don’t we get some food?”
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      Martial theory class was going as well as it could for Torian.

      He found himself defaulting to the shadow blade more and more often these days, partly because he had been working on it with Professor Order, and he had a better understanding of how to control it. He thought that he might be able to use it against others. Still, it wasn’t the only blade that he could use as effectively as he did. Now that he had been working a little bit with the headmaster, he had come to recognize that the blade of light was another one that he could draw upon if only he was willing to use that in ways that were different than what Professor O’Malley had taught.

      “Excellent,” Professor Erickson said, sweeping his gaze around at the others in the courtyard. “Many of you have begun to demonstrate a variant form of your initial blade. My goal for all of you is to have seven variant forms by the end of the term of at least one primary blade. Those of you seeking an advanced study will have mastered seven variant forms of three primary blades.”

      He frowned. Torian hadn’t even considered the possibility that he might need to pass this class to move on to another, and he hadn’t even thought about what it might look like when—and if—he did. But from what Professor Erickson was saying, he not only had to pass the class but there was a possibility that he wouldn’t be able to stick with the advanced session.

      Did that even matter?

      There was a part of him that said that it didn’t because he didn’t necessarily care if he was in the advanced class, but another part of him felt differently, mostly because he liked the idea that he could work with an advanced class.

      He thought it would be a relatively easy thing for him to come up with seven variant forms of the shadow blade. Working with Professor Order, Torian thought that it would be a simple matter for him to ask her to guide him through some of the variants and to draw upon the blade in ways that he would not have been able to do otherwise. But it was creating more than one. The Blade of Wind might be possible, especially as Torian had some experience with that in a different fashion. He might be able to use what he had learned from his Rusav Blade of Wind, but even if that were going to give him the answer, there was a possibility that he would only know a single variant, and would unlikely know many of the others. He could study the hilt, and he could see if there was anything within that which might give him more answers, but in the time that he had been working with the Blade of Wind, Torian had not seen anything obvious with it, and he did not think that there was anything to be said about it.

      What about light or earth?

      He had experience with those, as well. And even with those, there was still the possibility that he wouldn’t know enough variant forms it would make a difference for him.

      So he resolved to try to come up with the answer, knowing that it was going to involve him studying on his own and hopefully finding something in the library, or maybe with one of the other professors. He needed help to decipher the different forms of patterns of the different blades so that he might understand the power.

      “Professor Erickson,” he said, approaching the professor and readying the blade of shadow. “I was hopeful I might have a chance to talk to you about some of the variant forms.”

      “We have demonstrated each of them during this term,” he said.

      “I know,” he said hurriedly, “but seeing as how I have been here for most of the term, I thought that I might be able to see if you were willing to walk me through them. Just one time.”

      Professor Erickson frowned. “You know, I think that wouldn’t be the most unreasonable thing in the world, and perhaps the rest of the class could use a demonstration, as well. Now, we can go through that during our next session.” He waited until some of the others had departed before leaning closer Torian. “I don’t suppose you uncovered anything more about the item that I discussed with you before?”

      Torian had somewhat forgotten about it, though he carried it on him, as he had no interest in leaving it behind for somebody else to pick up and possibly use.

      “I’ve learned that it is something dangerous,” he said. “And it seemed to be tied to some of the elite Rusav soldiers. I was warned not to use it.”

      “Oh. Unfortunate.”

      Torian looked over at him, debating whether there was anything more that he might say or do that might offer him additional information from what Professor Erickson had said to him, but so far, he wasn’t sure that there was. And as he looked at Professor Erickson, he realized that he had to be careful, as it would be a grave mistake if they were to use the Blade of Earth and somebody were to identify what they had done.

      “I would appreciate having an opportunity to continue to study the Blade of Wind that you lend me.”

      Torian hesitated, as there was a part of him that wanted to have the Blade of Wind and did not want to leave that with Professor Erickson, but at the same time, he wasn’t going to go around attacking anything or anyone, and he didn’t necessarily need to have the Blade of Wind at this point.

      “I suppose that would be all right,” Torian said.

      “Excellent. Now, when you return the Blade of Earth—”

      “I will return it when we switch,” Torian said.

      “I thought you said that you could not use it.”

      “I was told that I shouldn’t use it, not that I can’t use it,” Torian said.

      “I see. Well, when you return it, I suppose that…”

      “I just want mine back when I return the other one,” Torian said with a bit of a shrug. “I have a bit of sentimental value with it.”

      Professor Erickson arched a brow at that but shrugged. “Interesting. I wonder why that is.”

      “Maybe because it allowed me to save some of my friends.”

      “I see. Well, in that case, I would not want to be the one to take it from you. But it is something that I think is going to be useful for us to study. Perhaps the two of us can work together. We can see if there are patterns there that helped reflect a specific variant form of the blade.”

      “That would be useful,” Torian said. And it fit with something he thought he needed to do, anyway. He wanted to examine the blades, partly because he believed that Rusav had placed something in particular in them that he might be able to use and identify, but only if he had an opportunity to study them closely. And so far, while he had worked with the Blade of Wind, Torian had not known enough about the different variant forms that he used to know whether there was going to be anything within those variant forms that would help him identify the different kinds of power that he might summon through it.

      “What if we meet together tomorrow?”

      Torian nodded. He appreciated having an opportunity to study independently and to have somebody like Professor Erickson expressing some interest in working with him, especially as that was the entire purpose for his being at the university, but it started to feel like he was setting up more and more independent studies, which meant that he was having less and less free time. But did he want to have free time?

      Torian didn’t think that was even what he wanted to have, as increasingly, he thought that he needed to use all his available time so that he could ensure that he learned as much as possible. Not only with Professor Order, and now with Professor Erickson, but the most beneficial for him might actually be the headmaster, especially if she was willing to offer him a few pieces of advice when working with him.

      He left Professor Erickson, and he wandered the streets before he found himself closer to the prison area once again. He wasn’t going to go down into the prison without having one of the professors present. He felt as if there was something within that area that seemed to call to him.

      He didn’t think that it was, whatever it was that the Viper was drawing upon, but Torian could not be certain, as he could not tell with any real certainty if the Viper had any way of revealing his power beyond the constraints that had been placed on him. If he did, that would be far more dangerous for the people of Corsalt. He should be completely confined, completely restrained, so that he did not have any means of releasing that power.

      “Were you drawn out here?”

      Torian spun, looking to see Professor Order watching him. She had approached down the street and had a bit of shadows swirling around her, but not extensively.

      “Professor,” he said, tipping his head in a nod. “I don’t know if I was drawn here because of something I felt or if it was really more about just curiosity.” He shook his head. “To be honest, I just don’t know.”

      “Sometimes I feel it, as well,” she said. “And given that you have been training with dark, and you are gaining skill with that pattern, it is to be expected for you to feel something.”

      “So he does influence from a distance?”

      “Perhaps,” she said. “The question is what he influences. I don’t have the answer to that. The fact that we are able to feel something suggests that he releases some part of his connection out for us to feel, but it’s also possible that what we are able to detect is tied to something more.”

      “And what something more is that?”

      “Something beyond.”

      Torian nodded, and as he did, he wished that he truly understood, but for now, he did not. Something beyond?

      Perhaps she meant valsahir. There was the possibility that was what she suggested, and if so, the connection to the valsahir would be beyond, as it was a different kind of power, that he didn’t get the sense that was what she implied.

      “How did your time with Visthor go?”

      She clenched her jaw. “That one can be quite frustrating.”

      Torian chuckled. It elicited a photo found from her.

      “Well, I’m only laughing because I spent some time with him, so I know that he can be frustrating. Did he teach you what you wanted to learn?”

      “He me taught that he has no real control over what it is that he does. I tried to show him what he was doing and allow him to understand the way that he was controlling that, but he got angry. Can you believe it?”

      Torian started to laugh, but again, he saw her frown, and he trailed off. “I can believe it. What he does is intrinsic to him. I don’t think that he’s even aware of what he’s doing. I tried talking to him about it, hoping that I might understand it myself, but Visthor just does it. For the longest time, I thought that he was connected to the Saith but wasn’t sure. It wasn’t until I started working with you that I gained a bit of an insight about that.”

      “Oh, undoubtedly, he is connected to the Saith. It’s possible that he could even work with other aspects, not that he has any interest in it.”

      “I think that he’s perfectly content with what he can do.”

      “Perfectly content describes him, doesn’t it? That man can be maddening.”

      Torian found himself smiling at her comment, but partly because he sensed that she wasn’t really irritated with him so much as she was challenged, maybe?

      He didn’t know what to make of that other than the fact that with Professor Order, she certainly seemed as if she appreciated what Visthor did and how he did it.

      “I don’t know if he was able to reveal anything about how to speak to them,” he said.

      She shook her head. “Unfortunately, because it is so intrinsic to him, he’s not able to do that. So I had begun to attempt to shadow dispel and summon, thinking that various forms of it might be beneficial. Unless he had a way of sharing with me how he was speaking to those creatures, I wasn’t going to be able to figure it out on my own. It’s our language, but it’s a language that I do not speak. Not yet, at least.”

      “I could help,” Torian offered.

      She frowned. “You said that you do not speak to them, either.”

      “Well, because of…” Torian looked around before lowering his voice. “What I am,” he went on, “there should be a way for me to speak to them. I just haven’t figured out. Not yet.”

      “I see. So you believe that what you may learn from them is still to be determined.”

      “Well, apparently, I am supposed to be able to connect to one of them, but I haven’t done it yet. The more that I spend around them, though, the more likely it is that I will have an opportunity to connect and understand them.”

      “You gain understanding, then perhaps it’s something that you could teach. So perhaps we will work with them. We can work together. I can demonstrate various subtle forms of how to use shadow summon and dispel in ways that might disperse enough out that you can use that to speak to those creatures.”

      “You can call them what they are,” Torian said.

      Professor Order looked along the street before turning her attention back to Torian. “Unfortunately, not here. I can’t. There are some in the city who will view them in a way that might be seen as dangerous.”

      “I suppose you’re right. We’ve been through quite a bit now, haven’t we?”

      “Quite a bit,” she said, nodding. “That doesn’t mean that we can’t learn, and we can’t change. Why don’t you come with me? We will continue our lessons. That is unless you have someplace else that you need to be going? I am not to take you from your other classes, as that was definitely not something that the headmaster had approved of, but I don’t believe that you have multiple classes in a day, do you?”

      “I just finished with Professor Erickson.”

      “Did you, now? How many variant forms does he expect you to have mastery over now?”

      “Seven.”

      “And how many blades?”

      “Well, one to pass the class, but three if you want to move on to an accelerated class.”

      “And is that what you want?”

      The question was so simple, but Torian didn’t have a clear answer. Was it what he wanted? There was a time when he would’ve said that he absolutely wanted to learn as much as he could from those who worked at the university so that he could become the sahir that he wanted to be. Was learning different blade forms what he wanted and what he needed for him to become the valsahir that he also knew that he could be?

      “I’d like to learn as much as I can while I am here.”

      “An excellent answer. I can show you as many variant forms of dark as you would like to see, and I am skilled with several others, though I do not know if I know seven variant forms for each of them. I can show you what I recall.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. Thank me if this gets you what you hope to find.”

      He followed her, and they headed toward the university before she paused and then took a turn, veering off to a different section of the city. Torian hadn’t been in this direction before, but wasn’t terribly surprised to see more runic-marked buildings. Many of them in various states of disrepair. They stopped in a small plaza. It was empty, which was increasingly rare in the city as people began to return following the attack. Still, having the emptiness here seemed to be fitting.

      “If we are going to use different blade forms, I figure it is probably best to do so out in the open because there are ways of practicing those blade forms that you cannot do at the university as easily. It’s part of the reason that Professor Erickson chooses to train where he does. So I will walk you through the dozen blade of dark forms that I know, and you will repeat them.”

      “You know all dozen of them?”

      She frowned at him. “Of course. You thought I did not?”

      “That means that you can use the twelfth tier?”

      “I can use aspects of it. I cannot use all of it.”

      Torian marveled at the fact that she would even know the twelfth tier and the blade form of it.

      So he followed her. She demonstrated several different blade forms quickly, and Torian knew all of them, so it wasn’t difficult for him to mimic those. It was as she began to do more advanced blade forms, more complicated variant forms, that he started to realize that he may need a bit more help. She took time, much more so than usual, walking him through the different variant forms of that until Torian felt comfortable with seven of them. Enough to pass the class. But not enough for him to do what he wanted to do with the class. He wanted to reach three of the variant primary forms, and he wanted to use all seven variant forms of them so that he could move on to an advanced level, assuming that was what he ultimately decided to do.

      When he suggested to Professor Order that she show him more of them, she nodded and moved swiftly from shadow into metal, a form that he was not as skilled with, but he took the time to focus, working with the form that she was using, and modeling after it.

      He took time, but eventually, he managed to get three of the variant forms, not enough to move on, but more so than he had before. Torian had only known a single variant previously.

      The sun had started to shift in the sky, low enough that he knew that it was time for him to stop this, and Professor Order looked tired, so he knew that she was nearly done with her instruction for now.

      “You did as well as you could at your level and have made some progress. Now I’d like you to practice and focus more on shadow communication. You need to convince the wolves to speak with us, then we can return to these other studies.”

      He understood the implication. For her to continue to work with him, he had to work with her.

      From his perspective, he couldn’t help but feel as if that was a relatively fair bargain.
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      Torian spent the next few days focused on his studies. He wanted to do as well as possible and dress as quickly as possible, but he began to question whether he had the necessary patience for it. He found himself intrigued by his runes class, partly because Professor Noble had taken a bit more of an aggressive approach to teaching over the last week or so.

      Sarah leaned over at one point during the middle of class, dropping her voice to a whisper, and elbowed him. “Why do you think he’s trying to teach us about this type of rune?”

      Torian shrugged. “Everything is about Rusav these days, isn’t it?”

      “I suppose, but I thought that they would have a different approach to it.”

      “Well, the headmaster has made it clear that everything that we’ve been dealing with so far is only a prelude to what they think Rusav might be interested in. We need to be ready for anything more that we may face. And with the Viper now contained”—at least, Torian hoped that the Viper was contained, but at this point, he did not know if he had any way of exerting additional influence, especially with what they had seen on Johan—“it’s possible that there will be another attack. Probably a much more dangerous one.”

      “What could be more dangerous than the Viper?”

      Professor Noble glanced in their direction, and Torian didn’t get an opportunity to answer, but he knew who was more dangerous than the Viper. He didn’t have a lot of experience with the Viper, but he didn’t fear him nearly as much as he feared Tamish. Tamish had been willing to destroy entire towns, slaughter entire villages, all because he was chasing after power. And was the Viper like that?

      Possibly, he knew.

      The problem that he had was that Torian did not know all of the things that Rusav and their attackers would be willing to do.

      “Today, we are going to continue our focus on the variant form of these runes,” Professor Noble said. “Inside each of these runes, you will find additional smaller segments of runes. Our next focus is going to be on managing to make these segmental runes, as that is the key to forming even more complicated patterns that Rusav cannot make.”

      Sarah leaned over again. “Why are they so focused on these?”

      Torian chuckled. “According to the headmaster, Rusav doesn’t have the same rune knowledge that we do.”

      “What’s stopping anybody from just sharing with them?”

      “I…”

      Torian actually didn’t have any real answer for that, as it was a good question. What would keep anybody from sharing that with Rusav? There were obviously going to be infiltrators within Corsalt and within Navarin, who would likely share with Rusav, and the valsahir that worked with them, some of the secrets that Navarin had already uncovered.

      So what did stop them?

      The headmaster believed that their understanding of runes was key to ensuring the stability and safety of their people, but perhaps that wasn’t nearly as important—or effective—as what she believed.

      “Most focus on layering runes,” Professor Noble went on, “as a layered rune is very much the same as how you add additional patterns to each of your lower-level saith patterns. By layering one form of the Saith pattern over top of another, you can find that power begins to augment. That is one application.” He turned to the chalkboard, and he drew out an enormous rune for light. Then he started adding smaller runes inside of it, modifying various aspects of it so that Torian could tell that there were parts of the initial rune that carried a different part to it. Earth. Wind. Water. And there was something else that came with it, as well. “As you see, the combination here is such that it blends together quite well. And it builds off of the base. That is what we are going to concentrate on today. I would like each of you to come up and demonstrate an opportunity to build off of a base layer rune. While you can certainly do this on paper, having something on this size makes it easier to trace the rune and gives you an opportunity to demonstrate it much more effectively.”

      He set the chalk down on his desk, sweeping his gaze around the room.

      “No volunteers?”

      Torian waited, and when nobody got up, he shrugged and got to his feet.

      “Excellent. Mr. Ranth will demonstrate which particular runic pattern?”

      “I think I’ll start with dark,” he said.

      Professor Noble cocked his head to the side and frowned at him for a moment. “An interesting choice. I must say that I don’t know how easy it is to apply layers to dark, but I am intrigued.”

      Torian picked up the piece of chalk, and then he approached the board.

      He had chosen dark specifically because he felt as if he needed to continue to work with it, to master different variations so that he might have a better opportunity to speak with the shadow wolves. And if he could communicate effectively with the shadow wolves, then he could learn from Professor Order, and progress that much faster. Everything seemed to be interconnected, and at this point, he had to take advantage of any benefit that he had. Why not begin with a dark pattern?

      And it wasn’t so much that the runic markers were all that collocated for dark. In fact, while he had struggled with making the baseline patterns with dark and metal, the runic patterns for those were much easier for him. He didn’t struggle nearly as much as he would have otherwise. In fact, Torian had an easy enough time with most runic patterns.

      He quickly traced out the pattern for shadow summon.

      He looked over to Professor Noble, who nodded to him. “An excellent description of shadow summon. And quite basic. It is a good starting point. Now, do you have any suggestion on how to modify this so that you could add other elements to it?”

      Torian studied the runic marker, and he thought about the different marks that were buried within it. Each runic marker had its own distinct shape. It was a series of different symbols, something that he had been taught had once been a form of writing, with various angles that all built together to create the runic markers that could assert a measure of power. In this case, one of the specific lines within the runic marker struck him as similar to another pattern. He quickly erased it and hurriedly added in a runic marker for earth.

      “Excellent,” Professor Noble said. “As you see, the pattern is there. You just have to find it.”

      And as Torian was watching, he recognized that there was more to it that he could modify. He could see different ways that he could mix the lines, blending them together so that they would take on additional power, and if that were the case, the real question for him was why each runic marker would actually work that way.

      The answer was obvious when he thought about it.

      The Saith.

      Each pattern was bound to the Saith in a specific way, and each pattern allowed the person who created the runic marker to tap into that energy and use that in a way that allowed them to draw upon the hidden stores of Saith magic.

      “If you would like to keep working, you certainly may, but I think that others should have an opportunity.”

      Torian glanced over to Professor Noble before nodding. He was right. Torian didn’t need to be monopolizing the board nor the time, and so he hurriedly erased what he had drawn and then went and took a seat.

      “What was it?” Sarah asked, leaning over toward him. “You look like you saw something. Was it anything like what we were doing before?”

      It took a moment to realize what she was getting at, but then he shook his head. “Nothing quite like that. This was a little different. It reminded me of how the different powers come together. In some way, they could almost blend together, which seems a little strange to me, but maybe that’s the way it’s supposed to be.”

      “Maybe,” she said, frowning as she turned her attention fully onto the board. “Or maybe it’s just that you see things differently.”

      He wasn’t sure if that was the case. He wasn’t sure about it at all, only that something felt strange.

      Others within the class took their turn to go up to the board and demonstrate different runes before sitting again. As they worked and placed some of the more basic runes, Torian found himself watching and seeing if he might be able to edify anything within those runes that would help him understand the power, and perhaps the technique that they were using. Surprisingly, there were quite a few of those runes that seemed as if they built upon each other, some more easily than others. He had happened to choose one for dark that had worked, but it wasn’t the only one that worked that way.

      Had it been chance that he had?

      After having his conversation with Sylvia, he found himself with different thoughts, different questions, and different ideas about what that might mean. When he had faced Tamish, and when he had felt that strange and incredible power, it had been so far beyond his comprehension that he was left wondering if perhaps there was some other entity—the Saith—that was looking down upon them and perhaps guiding them. Torian had never been the most devout person when he had been growing up, but feeling that power, and recognizing that they had a considerable energy to them that he couldn’t even explain otherwise, left him with a question as to whether it was one of the Saith powers.

      “Are you ready?” Sarah asked when class was done.

      Torian nodded. They were going to search for more evidence of markers within the university, but neither of them really expected to find anything. They had scoured the university before, and had not uncovered anything. If Astrid were still out there, he had a hard time believing that he would be spending that much time wandering through the halls of the university. Even if her brother was there, it didn’t seem like the kind of thing that she would have done.

      They returned their books to the small library side room where Torian had taken up residence when he was studying, a place that Professor Order had somehow managed to secure for primarily his usage, though Sarah stayed with him often enough that the two of them claimed it as theirs. They locked and sealed off the room and then set about to search the university again. They spent much of the afternoon wandering the halls, trapped in quiet conversation, Sarah working with him and demonstrating all the different patterns that she knew while Torian did the same. He had finally reached the point where he felt as if he were useful in that conversation, as it felt as if there was something that he could offer her, but they still didn’t find anything.

      “She’s not here,” Torian said.

      “Well, she came through here, so there was something here at one point. Do you think we can figure out how she traveled through the underground?”

      “I doubt that we are going to be given permission to do that,” Torian said.

      “If the headmaster—”

      “The headmaster doesn’t want me wandering the underground, either. I think she feels like it’s too dangerous for us. For me.”

      “Do you think so?”

      Torian shrugged. He had given that some thought. There was certainly the possibility that there were other creatures that still roamed in the underground, which was part of the reason that the headmaster had told him to avoid it, but it wasn’t the only reason, he knew. She was concerned about the possibility that he might be the target of an attack. He didn’t know if that was going to be the case, and if it was, he wasn’t sure that it would even make a difference; as a valsahir, there were not too many people outside of the university that could pose him much of a danger. More valsahir, certainly, but not others.

      There were creatures that only the Viper had access to, and used in the past, that could harm him. If Torian was able to see those creatures, it wouldn’t be such a danger to him, but it wasn’t the easiest to catch a glimpse of them. There were some that eluded him.

      “Then we wander through the city,” she said.

      He arched a brow. “You want to go on a stroll?”

      “Just in the city,” she said, shaking her head, “and we can see if there is any sort of strange patterns that you might detect. I’m going to be quite curious about what you can uncover.”

      Torian frowned at her. “I really don’t think that I’m going to be able to pick up on anything, partly because if she came through the city, she could’ve buried those patterns anywhere.”

      “Only she could have done that in the halls of the university, as well. She didn’t. Assuming that was her, and I know that you aren’t quite convinced that it was. So…” Sarah shrugged. “We start our search. Besides, what else do you have to do?”

      “Study. Begin to master more of my advanced patterns. Work on martial theory—Professor Erickson intends for me to demonstrate seven variant forms of three different blades—and maybe even master some of these more complicated runes.”

      “Seven variant forms?”

      “That’s what you’re hanging up on?”

      “Well, it’s just that at our level, you wouldn’t be expected to know that many variant forms.”

      “Martial theory is its own unique thing.”

      “Oh, I know that. Is it going to be difficult for you?”

      “Maybe,” he said, and then he explained to her what he had learned from Professor Order and how she had offered to work with him. “She seems to know more about some of these different blade patterns, and I’m hopeful that I can get some of the variant forms together from her, and I can add to it.”

      “How much time do you have?”

      “Probably not enough to master them without additional help. I think that I’m going to need her to work with me.”

      “In exchange for…”

      He filled her hand on the shadow wolves and the possible conversation that he needed to try to have with them as they made their way out of the university and into the surrounding streets. They both agreed that if Astrid had come into the university, and had used some of the main entrances, she might’ve left markers there. Torian thought that it was unlikely, but he was willing to spend some time searching. They didn’t find anything.

      Studying the runes around the university offered him a benefit that he hadn’t even considered. There were quite a few different markers there, and many of them were quite complex. Some had layers on them the way that Professor Noble had mentioned in their most recent class. Torian had simply thought that they were complicated variant forms of runes, but now that he knew to look for layers within a singular room, it made it much easier for him to see the depth of a room.

      At one of them, he noticed that there were variant forms of each of the runic patterns inside of a singular form for earth.

      “I can’t even imagine the knowledge required to be able to place this,” he said.

      “Well, we are learning that now.”

      “No,” Torian said, and he pressed his hand down on the room, tracing his finger along the surface of it. “We are learning how to place secondary layers, but these have more than that. Each one seemed to have another layer buried on top of another. As far as I can tell, it seems to be stacked at least five deep. I wish I had a better way of testing it, but they are far too complex for me.”

      “So maybe that’s what the headmaster was getting at when she told you that.”

      Torian could only nod.

      And he had seen the headmaster placing runes, so he knew that there was a technique involved, but he had never even considered the possibility that there would be anything quite this dense in a single rune.

      “I wonder how many of the markers around the city are like this.”

      “We can look.”

      “That’s not why we came out here.”

      “Well, we came out here to look for evidence of your friend, and since we are going to be wandering anyway, we might as well keep looking and see if there’s going to be any other way for us to find anything more. What do you say?”

      It wasn’t the best use of his time, he knew. What he needed to do, instead, was to be working on the shadow wolves so that he could try to focus the concentration and conversation so that he might be able to convince the shadow wolves to speak not only to him but to Professor Order. Torian needed to understand that language. He thought that he had an opportunity to do that and that the shadow wolves would actually listen to him. But it seemed also as if there was something else that he needed to be doing.

      Learning as much as he could. And since the headmaster had mentioned that the runes were the most important feature for what their people did to defend against Rusav, Torian found that maybe that was what he needed to be doing as well.

      They spent much of the evening wandering the city. And it was late, getting dark, when some of the streetlights were beginning to flicker on when Torian found additional evidence for Astrid on a stone not all that far from the entrance to the Viper’s prison.

      He motioned for Sarah to crouch down; they used a lantern beam pattern to illuminate the pattern, and as he crouched down, he noticed that there was an aspect to this one that felt a bit different than some of the others that he had seen. He traced his fingers along the surface, feeling for some sense of energy within it, but even as he did, he could not find the technique that she had used. It wasn’t nearly as complicated, nor as layered, as some of the other patterns that he and Sarah had been finding around the city, but there was still an aspect to it that he didn’t recognize.

      “Do you recognize anything about it? Not just traditionally, but with your other ability?”

      Torian studied it and then shook his head. “No. And I think we need somebody who is far more capable than I am.” Sarah arched a brow. “Unfortunately, I think we need to get the headmaster involved.”
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      Daylight made the runic markers look a lot different. For one, Torian could see the skill that had gone into it. It was situated on one of the cobblestones in the middle of the street, and he was left with questions as to how he had even detected it in the first place. Maybe there was some part of his valsahir connection that had alerted him, though Torian did not think that was the case. If it had been, he would’ve expected that he would’ve felt something, rather than just see something. Instead, he had been made aware of its presence, but he didn’t know what it was.

      “How did you detect this, Mr. Ranth?”

      The headmaster was crouched down in front of it. She had a strange slender piece of wood in hand that she was creating a swirling pattern around the runic marker with. It occurred to Torian that she was using another type of runic marker and possibly placing additional power into it as she traced it around the one that Torian suspected was Astrid’s work. The headmaster was dressed in her formal robes of office. The brightly colored red and gold seemed to glitter in the sunlight and was ostentatious enough that Torian thought that it was a mistake that she had come out into the city wearing it, but realized soon enough that it was not at all an issue, as people of the city seemed to recognize the position, and scattered before her.

      “I don’t even know how I detected it,” Torian said. “I noticed it when we were wandering the city.”

      “Were you looking for it?”

      “Well, I think we were at first. We found a couple inside the university—”

      “You did?”

      Torian realized that he hadn’t shared that with her, and maybe that was a mistake. “I only found two. One was on a wall, and I wasn’t even sure what to make of it, and another was in Professor Thomas’s office. I realize that we should’ve said something to you before.”

      “Yes. Especially given that we know that this young lady—if she is responsible for this—has been working with the Viper.”

      “I know,” Torian said. “We searched the rest of the university, but we didn’t find anything on the walls there, though it’s possible that there was something buried, and we didn’t detect it.”

      She paused, tapping the slender piece of wood in her hand as she locked eyes with him. Her deep green eyes seemed to be weighing him heavily. She completely ignored Sarah standing behind Torian.

      “You were using your gifts?”

      “I was trying,” Torian said. “At the same time, I also was aware that I didn’t want to activate anything that might potentially cause any danger. That’s why we brought you here because if there is anything dangerous here, I didn’t want it to explode.”

      “I heavily doubt this will explode,” the headmaster said, turning her attention back to the runic marker and tapping the mood slender piece of wood in her hand, “but you did well bringing it to my attention. It gives us an opportunity to determine the purpose of it.”

      “You don’t think the purpose is to weaken any protections we have around the Viper?”

      The headmaster tapped the item on the ground, and there was a flicker of light. The ground trembled slightly, and a bit of wind stirred. Torian couldn’t be sure, but he thought that each of the other aspects of the Saith power flowed from the slender piece of wood as she tapped it on the runic marker.

      “I don’t know. It is entirely possible that she is trying to weaken the protections that we have placed around him, but it would be difficult. She may be valsahir, but if she is a potent valsahir, she would’ve already been identified.”

      “Maybe, but the trees—”

      “The trees are there for your protection as well as ours,” she said.

      “I understand,” Torian said, shaking his head. He had argued with her about that in the past, telling her that the trees limited him in some ways, but she had felt as if that was less of a problem, especially with the Viper in the city. And more than that, given that Rusav may return, she had wanted to have that defense mechanism in place because there remained a distinct possibility that Rusav might send more valsahir to the city to try to free the Viper. Torian couldn’t even deny that the protection that the trees offered was successful, as he had certainly felt that success and had felt the way that power worked, as it prevented him from drawing on the full strength of power. And maybe that was what she was getting at. Because they limited him, he did not release too much of his valsahir connection. And, if he wasn’t mistaken, he was getting stronger because of it. It might be the same thing happening to the Viper and to any other valsahir out there, but they didn’t have the opportunity to use their valsahir power against the resistance the trees formed. “It’s just that it is difficult for me to use it to my full extent.”

      “We don’t want you to use it to your full extent,” the headmaster said, dismissing him and turning her attention back to the runic marker. “At least not until you have a measure of control. You are doing well. And this…” She tapped on it again. “This is not anything that I can easily identify.”

      “I thought that you said that our knowledge and ability with runes was greater than that of Rusav.”

      “It is,” she said, shaking her head as she tapped the rod on the runic marker again, “but there are variant forms that others have developed that have their own reflection of power with them as well. That is what I suspect that we have found here. Now, if you don’t mind, give me an opportunity to test this a little bit more.”

      Torian backed away, and as he did, he focused on what she was doing, testing whether there was anything that he might be able to determine. He leaned over to Sarah. “Can you detect anything?”

      “This really isn’t my area of expertise,” Sarah said. “I’m just happy that the headmaster allows me to be here.”

      “Why wouldn’t she?”

      “Well, because I’m not you.”

      “But you’ve been a part of this.”

      Sarah shook her head again. “I’ve only been a part of it because you brought me in. And I think she knows that, but I don’t really offer anything special.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Sarah shook her head again. “It’s nothing. I’m not trying to make you feel bad about anything. It’s just that I realize that I don’t have anything particular to offer. Oh, I have some talent with patterns, and I am progressing quite well with them, but seeing you with runic markers, seeing you with how much power you have, and how short a time that you have been working with it tells me that…” She shrugged. “It tells me that I can’t do anything.”

      Torian wanted to argue with her, and he wanted to reassure her that there were many things that she could do, but he didn’t have an opportunity. The headmaster began to trace another pattern on the ground, and there was a bubbling of energy that seemed to build as she did so, tracing around the runic marker in such a way that he could feel what it was that she was doing, even if he wasn’t entirely sure what she did.

      “It is secured,” the headmaster said, glancing over to him. “At least, as secure as I can make it for now. It is no longer going to run the risk of communicating with any of the others. Then again, there is the possibility that we will only alert her of our awareness of what she has done, and it might reveal to her what we are able to do to counter it. I think I will have to help search for more.” The headmaster straightened, and she tapped her slender length of wood again on her hand, watching him as she did. “Tell me what this pattern does.”

      “I don’t know,” Torian said.

      “Do you have any ideas about what it might do?”

      Torian shook his head. “I can’t tell without having a chance to test it, and I wasn’t willing to test it because I didn’t know if I would be releasing anything that might be dangerous. I have no idea what Astrid might use these for. And,” he glanced over to Sarah, “it’s possible these aren’t new. As far as we know, she placed these when she was using the other creatures to try to summon them toward the prison.”

      “Very good, Mr. Ranth.”

      “Wait. That’s what you think, as well?”

      “I don’t know. They don’t seem to be active, and from what I can tell, they merely seem to serve as a bit of a beacon. Something like that strikes me as more likely than not that there would not be anything dangerous in them that we have to fear. If it was a beacon, then it’s possible that the beacon is not active.”

      “Or we can’t detect it,” Torian said.

      “That is another possibility. So I’m going to challenge you, Mr. Ranth, to spend some time with the Viper and see what he might share with you.”

      “I haven’t really been able to get anything out of him,” Torian said. “I don’t think that he wants to teach.”

      “Oh, I’m quite certain that he doesn’t want to teach, but you can learn lessons in plenty of different ways. You may have to take a different risk than what you are willing to do. And I can’t make you take that risk, only encourage you. But I do believe that you want to learn as much as you can about your talent. He is a dangerous man. Dangerous men tend to respond only in certain ways.”

      “I have to go without Professor Order,” Torian said.

      The headmaster nodded and flicked her gaze to Sarah. “Perhaps you shouldn’t go alone, though.”

      “You want Sarah to come?”

      “Wait, you want me to come?” Sarah asked, seemingly realizing what was going on.

      “The Viper is a predator. Predators need to see weakness. And while I do believe that Mr. Ranth is inexperienced, and that is something that I suspect the Viper identified early on, he also did not demonstrate weakness when he confronted him. This isn’t an insult, Ms. Farin. In fact, this is something of a complement to your skills. You are talented. But you are not known to the Viper. And I think that you can play up the weakness.”

      “So you want me to… act?”

      “Will it be an act?” The headmaster tapped the length of wood in her hand again, watching Sarah for a long moment. “Or do you actually fear him?”

      “I fear him,” she said. “Considering what happened in the city and what happened to the people here, why wouldn’t I fear him?”

      “Why, indeed? Yes. I think that you can tap into that emotion. Remember what happened here, and remember what he and others like him did. Do you remember what it was like when you saw your instructors falling?”

      Sarah’s face paled.

      “Do you remember what it was like when you saw other students falling?”

      She nodded, little more than a twitch of her head.

      “That’s enough,” Torian said.

      “Those are the emotions I want her to tap into when she goes with you, Mr. Ranth. She needs to fear, and she needs to feel that fear. And we need to let the Viper believe that she does. But knowing Ms. Farin, I also know that she’s not going to be as afraid as what she may let on. She’s strong.”

      “I’m still afraid,” Sarah said.

      “Good. We should all be afraid of what would happen if the Viper succeeds. Or if his student succeeds. I will continue to search the city, looking for more of these markers. You did well finding them and bringing them to my attention, however delayed that might be. I need you two to identify anything more that we need to be concerned about with the Viper and get information from him. Useful information.”

      She started away, and then she paused, turning back.

      “And I need you to find me in my office, Mr. Ranth, as we need to continue that project that we spoke about.”

      Then she strode away.

      Every so often, the headmaster would pause and look at the runes on the ground and then move on. At one point, she paused but did not move on and waved her device along the ground as if testing for something.

      Torian looked down at the runic marker that she had sealed off.

      “I don’t like this,” Sarah said.

      “We aren’t going to let them out,” he said. “Besides, I think she’s right, but not for the reasons that she does.”

      “What?”

      “Well, you made a comment about how you felt like you weren’t useful, but I know that’s not true. And you have a talent that I don’t have. I’ve seen it time and again throughout the university, with the people of the caravan that I traveled with, and especially with me when I first came here.” Sarah looked at him, holding his gaze. “You have a way of connecting to people. The Viper may not know it, but you’re going to get through to him. You’re going to convince him to share with us what we need to know, and I suspect that you’re going to convince him to teach me.”

      “And what if he doesn’t?”

      “Then we had better hope that we find Astrid before she does whatever it is that she intends to do. And we had better hope that Rusav doesn’t try to attack again.”

      The problem that Torian had was that he remained convinced that Rusav would attack.

      And given everything that he’d been hearing, it was probably going to be soon. Once they did, everything that he had come to know would be in far more danger. They needed to use whatever resource they had to mitigate that and prevent them from getting to them and destroying them.

      Torian’s own experience was enough to know the truth of what Rusav would do. Rusav had moved into his town, destroyed it before anybody had been any wiser as to what they were doing. The only ones that had seemed to know were the wolves, and maybe that was the key now.

      He really had to learn how to speak to the wolves because he did not want to be surprised by another Rusav attack. He wanted to have a warning, be ready, and ensure that he did not get caught unaware again.

      “When do you want to go?”

      “How about we go tomorrow?” Torian asked. “I was going to suggest today, but I think you’re going to need to have some time to prepare yourself for it.”

      “Don’t you need to?”

      “I did. The first time. This time won’t be any easier, but at least I know that he’s not getting out.”

      “Unless somebody comes to rescue him.”

      “Unless they do,” he agreed.
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      Torian looked over to Sarah as they approached the stairs inside the prison building. The air seemed to hang with their anticipation, and Torian felt a bit of unease that worked through him. An unease that had lingered far longer than when he had come down here with Professor Order. He focused on that heavy weight inside of him. In this part of the city, confined as he was to the part of Corsalt surrounded by the colansar tree, Torian no longer had any clear idea about how much pressure was pushing against him, and how much of it was something that he had to overpower.

      “Are you sure that we shouldn’t have one of the professors coming down with us?” Sarah asked, her voice little more than a whisper. She had her hands pressed together; Torian couldn’t tell what pattern she favored, though he suspected that she was drawing on one of the different Saith patterns to try to summon enough power to ensure that she was not going to get into danger. “I don’t like the idea of doing this when we don’t exactly know what he might do to us.”

      “He can’t do anything to us,” Torian said. “Once you see the way that he’s imprisoned, you will—”

      “He managed to escape before.”

      “He managed to escape, but he did so because he had somebody on the outside who was working to get him free. There’s been no evidence that person is there, and…”

      He didn’t need to go on. There was nothing that he needed to say about Astrid or what she had done, nor about how she had managed to evade them while likely still hiding out somewhere in the city—and possibly even within the university itself. Torian didn’t think that she was there, but again, he simply did not know. There was a very real possibility that Astrid had been hiding from them in a way that permitted her to cause danger here.

      “Torian,” Sarah said, glancing in his direction, “there has been evidence of her. She might not have managed to get down here. Yet. But what happens if she has access to more of those creatures?”

      He wanted to reassure her that was unlikely, but he knew better. “We just be careful. This is an opportunity for us both to learn something.”

      They paused in the stairway, heading down deeper. Torian hesitated to go too fast, not wanting them to push themselves too hard deeper into the depths of the prison area—partly because he had no idea what they might encounter. He remained concerned about it.

      “I might learn something?” She frowned at him and then turned her attention back toward the stairs. “I don’t know that I’m going to find anything down here, Torian. I’m not valsahir, not the way that you are. I can learn something about the Saith, but I would much rather learn that from some of the university instructors rather than trying to risk myself talking to somebody like this.” She shrugged. “Regardless of what he might know to be able to do.”

      “Well, he certainly has experiences that we could learn from.”

      She frowned deeply. “I’m not exactly sure that I want to learn anything from his experiences. You weren’t here when they attacked. You don’t know what it was like.”

      He didn’t have to know what it was like here for him to know what it was like when Rusav attacked. What happened in Corsalt was different than what happened in Sarot. At least here, people had survived. They had the protections of the university to the point where many of the people—if not most—had managed to escape and had survived. It was drastically different than what he had experienced in Sarot. And it was quite a bit different than what he had seen from some of the other places scattered around Navarin, places that had lost just as much, even potentially more, than what he had.

      Sarah licked her lips. “I realize what you experienced was horrifying. And I’m not trying to minimize that.”

      “You weren’t?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “I’m not. I don’t want to minimize what you went through, and I can’t imagine what it was like for you or for your people. It’s just that…”

      “It’s just that this happened to you,” Torian said.

      She took a deep breath, letting it out slowly and nodding as she did. “I know how that sounds. It sounds horrible, doesn’t it?”

      “It makes sense, though,” Torian said. “And I’m not going to diminish your experience. It’s just that I was thinking that though there was a dangerous attack here in the city, it wasn’t quite like what I encountered in Sarot. People survived here.”

      She took a deep breath, and when she let it out, she nodded, then started down the stairs. “You’re right. And to be honest, they didn’t come in slaughtering people. They attacked some of the instructors, but”—she looked over to him, her brow furrowed—“they didn’t come through and try to gather people up, nor did they try to destroy everybody the way that you described happening in your town. So I suppose I don’t really understand what you went through, and maybe I can’t even understand it.”

      Torian kept quiet. They continued down the stairway, and once they reached the main level where the prison was held, he straightened and focused again on the weight inside of himself. He was thankful for the lessons that he had from Professor Order, especially as those lessons might help him understand the power that was here and help him understand just what it was that he might need to do to try to convince the Viper to work with him. If he could learn something—anything—about what it meant to be valsahir, Torian thought it would be worthwhile. So far, the only thing that he knew was that the power that he possessed and the way that he accessed it was different. He could use many of the sahir techniques, but ultimately when it came down to what he was going to be able to do as a valsahir, he wouldn’t be able to learn that at the university, regardless of how much he trained.

      And that had to be what Aldrich had known.

      Torian found himself thinking about Aldrich more often than he probably should. He hadn’t known the man for very long, but he had an outsized influence on him and on who Torian had to become. Had it not been for Aldrich, Torian wasn’t sure that he would ever have come to know about his own potential. Maybe he never would’ve even learned how to push that weight inside of himself and find a way to move past it.

      The guards at the end of the hall were still dressed in the university colors, but they had stitching along the shoulders that looked a little different. Torian wasn’t sure why that should be. Maybe another rune? They nodded to him and then turned the door, pressing their hands upon a series of runic markers. Torian watched to try to see if he might be able to identify anything about those runic markers that would help him identify the pattern there and perhaps even replicate it if it came down to it, but they worked too quickly for him.

      Sarah took his arm for a moment as the door opened, squeezing briefly. There was a bit of tension in her, though she didn’t say anything.

      “Do we just have to signal to you?”

      The nearest of the guards, a tall, slender man who carried a sword hidden beneath his dark cloak, glanced over to Torian. He had an easy smile, which surprised Torian, given the fact that his job involved him standing guard in front of the Viper.

      “There’s a marker inside. It looks like this,” he said, motioning to one of the panels on the door. Torian recognized the series of symbols as he had seen it when Professor Order had brought him here before. “All you need to do is use that. Doesn’t matter which type of Saith connection you power through. From what I understand, you don’t have any problem with that, anyway.”

      Torian shook his head. “I shouldn’t.”

      “We’ll open the door, but be prepared for the fact that we may not initially let you out until we see he is still secured.”

      Torian stepped inside. Then the door slid closed. It was unnerving, as Torian had not been alone with the Viper before.

      The Viper was standing in the middle of his cell, chains wrapped around his ankles, down to the ground. The series of runic markers that were etched in them seemed to glow, reflecting some of the pale light that emanated all around the inside of the cell. A series of runic markers on the ground created the ring of the prison. The bars of the prison gleamed, catching some of the pale light all around.

      Torian stopped in front of the bars, but he didn’t bother touching them, as he wasn’t sure that if he were to do so if it would disrupt anything within them and perhaps give the Viper an opportunity to try to find some way of escaping.

      Sarah stayed next to him, though she didn’t seem as if she wanted to get too close to him. She remained near his shoulder, looking over him and over toward the Viper. She trembled slightly.

      For a moment, Torian was a little bit worried, thinking that he needed to send her back out, but then he started to question whether that was an act. He remembered what the headmaster had asked of Sarah and how she had instructed her to present herself to the Viper. Maybe this was nothing more than showmanship.

      The Viper turned, lazily looking at Torian. There was a darkness glimmering in his eyes, one that left Torian thinking that perhaps he was summoning some power of the dark, though he didn’t know if he would be able to do so. Everything that Torian had learned about the way that the Viper was held here suggested that he would not have any connection to his Saith—or valsahir—power.

      “You have returned,” he said, his voice slow and low.

      “I have,” Torian said.

      “I have already told you I would not share any secrets with you, cub.”

      Torian stiffened slightly, and he didn’t know what it was that he could do or say, but he felt as if he needed to try to challenge the Viper in some fashion.

      Only how was he going to do that? Anything that he might do here was minimal. When he had been here before, the Viper made it quite clear to Torian that he would not tell him anything. But that had been when Professor Order had been here. What if Torian shared something with him?

      “I want to know more about your relationship with Astrid and Johan,” he said.

      The Viper frowned. “Relationship?”

      “You are working with them. Or were working with them. I don’t know which it is. But Astrid tried to rescue you.”

      The Viper was quiet, watching Torian, and when he suddenly jerked, twisting his gaze over to Sarah, he yanked on this change at the same time, causing the stone to crackle. There was a bit of power that started to build from within him. For whatever reason, Torian could feel it, even if he didn’t understand what it was that he was doing. It seemed to Torian that he could identify some aspect of it that felt…

      Well, it felt a little different than what he felt when it came to the rest of the Saith power that he was drawing upon. For whatever reason, it seemed as if what the Viper was doing and the way that he was summoning that power was flowing from someplace deep, but then it reached a barrier.

      That barrier reminded Torian of what he had felt throughout his entire life. He couldn’t necessarily feel what it was that the Viper felt, but he had a distinct sense of something similar, enough so that he felt a moment of anger.

      Sarah jerked back, taking a step away.

      “You brought a child before me. Did you think I would be so swayed?” He swiveled, turning toward Torian. “Is this some sort of a game to you?”

      “She’s a friend,” Torian said.

      “Like the one you claim serves me?”

      Torian wasn’t exactly sure how to answer, but at the same time, he thought that he needed to try to come up with something and some way that he could reach the Viper. If it involved trying to reveal more about what he had been through and more about the types of things that he knew, then shouldn’t he do that?

      “We traveled together for a while, but I don’t know how close we actually were. I thought we were getting close,” he began, and he made a point of not looking over to Sarah, staring straight at the Viper as he said it, “but then she abandoned us. Perhaps even betrayed us.”

      Perhaps?

      Torian wasn’t even sure why he said it like that because he knew she had betrayed them. How could it be anything else? She had been responsible for releasing the attack on the city, enough so that Torian and the people in the city were placed in danger because of her willingness to do so.

      “You don’t want to acknowledge that you were closer than that?” The Viper pulled on the chains again, and it seemed to Torian as if he were trying to pull some of his power, but then he didn’t. Or at least, Torian couldn’t tell if he was doing so, as it was difficult for him to identify anything more that he was doing, only the fact that he was yanking on the chains. “Do you think to hide from this child the truth?”

      “There is no truth to hide,” Torian said. “I traveled with her and thought that we could be friends, and even tried to work with her.” Now, and in retrospect, that seemed like a foolish thing, especially now that Torian understood the truth of what Astrid had done and the kind of power that she had access to. Either she was focused on the dark aspect of the Saith, something that was entirely possible given what he had seen and felt from her, or she was valsahir and had been hiding that from him. “But it’s nothing more than that.”

      The Viper started to laugh. “So fearful, aren’t you?”

      “Shouldn’t we be?” Sarah asked, taking a step forward. Torian looked over to her; she ignored him. “I saw what you did in the city. I was here when you attacked.”

      “When I attacked?” The Viper looked at her, and there was that lazy expression in his eyes, something that suggested that he was bored by their mere presence. “And what exactly do you think I did in my attack?”

      “You called the creatures to free you,” Torian said.

      “Did I do that, or was that your ‘friend’?” He smiled tightly. Torian felt as if he were summoning some of his valsahir power, almost as if he was trying to use it against the stone chains that were holding onto them, but he didn’t.

      “Astrid did that,” Torian admitted.

      “So I wasn’t responsible.”

      “You’re responsible for training her,” Torian said.

      The Viper shrugged. “Perhaps I am responsible in that situation, but I suppose that changes very little.”

      “It changes everything,” Torian said.

      The Viper frowned at him, and there was a bit of a smirk that curled his lips. “Does it?”

      “I was here in the city,” Sarah said. “I was here when you attacked.”

      “Again, did you see me attack?”

      “I…” Sarah frowned, and she glanced over to Torian briefly before turning her attention back to the Viper. “You were with Rusav.”

      “I was,” he said, and he took a step back toward the center of the prison, the chains settling once again. “There are things that are beyond her understanding, child.”

      “Help us understand.”

      There was a pause, and then he turned to her again. “I don’t think there is any benefit in helping you in any way, child.”

      Sarah pulled on Torian’s arm. “We should leave.”

      “I don’t know that we should,” he said. “I feel…”

      He wasn’t sure how he felt, only that it struck him as there having to be something, only he wasn’t exactly sure what it was. Something that the Viper had said to him stayed with him, though Torian wasn’t exactly sure what it was, just that it bothered him. He struggled to try to make sense of it, trying to figure out just what it was that the Viper was trying to do and say that would draw their attention, but even as he focused on it, Torian could not come up with any real answer.

      “We can go.”

      Sarah breathed out heavily. “Wait.” She turned toward the Viper. “You said that you were with Rusav.”

      The Viper studied her. “I did.”

      “Are you claiming that you no longer are?”

      “I make no such claims.”

      “What do you claim?” Sarah asked.

      The Viper looked at her for a long moment. There was a bit of an amused expression that glimmered in his eyes, as if he were trying to decide what he was going to share with her. At this point, Torian wasn’t sure what she was trying to get ahead of, but it seemed as if she had uncovered something.

      “It doesn’t matter,” the Viper said. He turned away.

      “It matters,” Sarah said, striding toward the bars, though she didn’t touch them. Torian wondered again if the contact would make any difference and if it would disrupt anything that had been placed around them. “We want to understand.”

      “Your kind have never wanted to understand. You see a threat, and you attack it.”

      “Has Rusav been so different?”

      There was a long period of silence. “No,” the Viper said. “I suppose they have not.”

      He fell into a prolonged silence. Sarah and Torian both tried to get him to say something more, but he ignored all of their attempts. Eventually, they turned, making their way out of the prison cell and back into the hall, heading up the stairs and out into the streets. Once there, Sarah let out a long, tense breath.

      “What was that about?”

      “It’s something that he said,” Sarah said, glancing toward the entrance to the building. From here, it looked sort of unassuming were it not for the series of runic markers placed all around it to ensure that only those who had proper access could reach it. “Something about Rusav. I’m wondering if we have him wrong.”

      Torian arched a brow. “The Viper?”

      “Well, I realized what he is, and who he is, and the reputation that he has, and I’m not saying that he doesn’t have his faults, but think about it, Torian. We were able to capture him. Well, not me, but instructors were able to capture him. Instructors who are sahir, not valsahir. If he is as powerful as what you claim you can be, then how is such a thing even possible?”

      “I’m not saying that he’s not powerful,” Torian said. “I’m just saying that even valsahir have limits.”

      “And your limits,” Sarah said, looking over to him. “What are they?”

      Torian took a deep breath. “I don’t really know. I’m still working on trying to make sense of it.”

      “Exactly. You are trying to make sense of that, but you don’t know the answer. None of us do. But regardless, all the stories about the Viper are that he is incredibly powerful, right?”

      “I suppose,” Torian said.

      “Well, what if he wanted to be caught?”

      “Why would he want that?”

      Sarah shrugged. “I have no idea. But I think we need to come back and find out.”
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      Torian wandered the halls of the university, feeling a bit uneasy. It would be better if Sarah were with him, but she had a meeting to talk about the possibility of private instruction.

      Torian felt that way often. There were many times when he felt like it would be better if Sarah were walking with him, helping him explore the university, especially because she had a greater understanding of it than he did. Still, in the time that Torian had been at the university, he had taken to exploring it well enough that he understood that there were passages beneath some of the more common passages. And that was where he felt as if he needed to spend his time and energy looking for whatever he could find about Astrid and where she had disappeared.

      There were no further signs of marks.

      The more Torian searched, the more certain he was that there had to be some evidence of her scattered throughout the university if only he could uncover it. She wouldn’t have gone very far. She believed she had to get to the Viper, partly because she had made the claim that he had done something to her family.

      What would Torian have done?

      The answer came easily to him. He knew exactly what he would’ve done because it was the same thing he had done. When his parents had been lost, Torian had gone after his sister to rescue her because he had wanted nothing more than to find a way to save her.

      If something similar had happened to Astrid, could he blame her?

      He paused in a narrow, darkened hallway deep beneath the university. This was connected to the main building, down a series of stairs, and would’ve been where he had faced the shadow boars.

      As he walked, he worked through several different variant forms of the lantern beam pattern, testing himself. Each variant form allowed for different brightness or perhaps a different control, and occasionally it even allowed for a surge of heat.

      He found himself wandering through the halls for a while longer and had come across several more of those markers, and yet, none of them made any real sense to him. Any attempt for him to try to activate those runic markers had not resulted in anything that he could learn from them. Torian thought that he might find answers here, but even as he had been searching, he came up with nothing more than more questions.

      At least he could remember where he had seen these, and so if it came down to it, he thought that he might be able to return here and continue to search for additional answers that might be found while looking through here.

      After a while, Torian returned to the main levels of the university and then headed out through the city and reached the wagon caravan, where it was situated along the forest edge. When he reached Sylvia’s wagon, Torian knocked.

      The door came open. Sylvia’s hair was down, hanging loose around her shoulders. Her eyes were drawn, and she had a weariness to her that he didn’t usually see. She had on a bright red jacket, dark blue pants, and had on a short sword.

      “Yes?” she asked, frowning at him for a moment.

      “I had another visit with the Viper. Can I come in?”

      “You may come in, but it must be quick.”

      “What happened? Is Rusav moving?”

      “They are always moving these days,” she said, waving her hand and ushering him in. “But the movements have been…”

      Torian waited for her to finish and tell him what they had been, but for whatever reason, she did not. Why? Was she thinking to protect him? Or did she fear that he might force his own involvement? That was likely, as Torian couldn’t help but feel as if he could be involved. Better yet, he couldn’t help but feel as if he should be involved.

      She took a seat at her desk, and Torian took a seat on the other side of it. Piles of papers were scattered on top of it, along with bottles of ink, different sculptures in different forms, a series of stones, and other odd items. He had always felt that Sylvia kept a strange wagon, at least compared to some of the others within the caravan.

      “I could help,” he said.

      She watched him for a moment. “That is not why you are here.”

      He recognized that she wanted to change the subject, and knowing the headmaster the way that he did, which admittedly was not all that well, he also realized he was unlikely to get much more from her than what she had already shared. “We went to the Viper.”

      “We?” Sylvia asked, leaning forward and resting her elbows on the desk.

      “Me and Sarah. The headmaster thought that she might be a little more disarming, and she does have a way with people.”

      Sylvia’s gaze flickered toward the door for a moment, and she nodded slowly. “Interesting thought, and it might work.”

      “It didn’t. Or, maybe it didn’t. He made a comment, though. She was trying to ask him about the attack on the city and why he was a part of it, and he claimed, or presumably claimed, that he wasn’t with Rusav.”

      “You know the truth of that,” she said.

      “I know what you’ve told me.”

      “And I have told you the truth of that,” she said.

      “Do you think it’s even possible that the Viper might have tried to escape Rusav? I only ask because of something that Sarah said. She told me that it was relatively easy for them to capture him. Well, I don’t know exactly how easy it was for them to capture him. I probably should talk about this with the headmaster, but I haven’t been able to get in to see her.” And in hindsight, if Rusav was moving, that would explain why he had not been able to get in to see the headmaster.

      “You need to be careful with him. He’s incredibly manipulative and persuasive. I worry you may have already been swayed by him.” She took a deep breath. “The kind of things that you are dealing with are dangerous. Especially if he does manage to sink his hooks into you. I understand you want to learn how to be a valsahir, and I understand that he is the only valsahir that you have access to, but his teaching, if he were to agree to it, puts you in danger.”

      “The same sort of danger that Astrid was in.”

      She hesitated for a moment before nodding slowly. “It would be the same. Assuming that Astrid truly was his student. We don’t know that.”

      “And we won’t until we can find her.” He filled her in on what he had found.

      “Is it possible she’s placing something to disrupt the protections around him?”

      “I don’t know,” Torian admitted. “It’s possible. I’m going to show them to the headmaster, and if they are, then I’m sure the headmaster can find a way of countering them. But if they aren’t, then we still don’t understand what it is that she is doing, nor do we know why she is sneaking around inside of the university.”

      Sylvia took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Well, I trust you will keep looking into this. And if I find anything in my search, I will share it with you, as well.”

      “Thank you.”

      She looked up at him. “As to your other question, yes. They are moving. We started to see larger groupings.”

      “We?” Torian had a hard time thinking that Sylvia would go out patrolling or scouting in any way, but the answer came to him. “The wolves.”

      “They act as spies that Rusav can’t quite see. At least, we hope they cannot,” she said, frowning for a moment and a troubled expression crossing her brow. “We have kept the university and the headmaster apprised of what we have been finding. So far, nothing that we cannot handle.”

      “So far,” Torian said.

      “So far.”

      “Any creatures?”

      If there were more of the strange creatures that they had encountered moving toward them, Torian had to wonder if the Viper had any hand in it. Maybe even Astrid.

      “No. Nothing like that. Which begs the question as to why not. We have encountered a few different oddities, but they have moved away from us rather than attack. So we are not certain as to what to make of that.”

      He frowned at that. But he also knew that it really wasn’t his place to push. He was here at the university to continue to study and learn and to be able to fight if it came down to it, but not to scout and handle a more peripheral threat.

      “We will keep you involved,” Sylvia said. “Now, is that all?”

      Torian got to his feet, tipped his head to her in a nod, and headed out of her wagon. He paused for a moment when he did, listening to the sound of laughter near the end wagon where he believed his sister and the other students were working. He made his way down there before he caught sight of a familiar figure standing in front of a semi-circle of students, including his sister. Sarah was working through the different forms for earth.

      Torian leaned on the wagon, watching. Sarah had an easy style and seemingly didn’t mind the education component. As she was working through it with the other students, they were modeling her patterns; it seemed as if they were handling some of the first three tiers of earth very easily.

      There was such an easy-going nature to what he saw, laughter and the sense of happiness that he couldn’t help but feel a measure of jealousy over considering that he had not had a chance to learn in that way. But maybe he shouldn’t feel jealousy. What he did and anything that he learned would ensure that others would get this opportunity. Wasn’t that worth it?

      After a moment, Sarah looked over her shoulder as if recognizing that he was there. She started to smile, an expression that lingered in her eyes, and then waved him over.

      “And now we have more help. Maybe my good friend, Torian, can help show you some of the fourth-tier patterns today. Including all the variant forms that he knows.”

      She looked over to Torian, and there was a hint of a smile on her face.

      Torian found himself smiling back at her. “All of the variant forms?”

      “Well, not all of them,” she said, “because I doubt you know all the variant forms for earth. But if you know any, that’s still helpful. We want them to learn as much as possible before they take their test for the university.”

      “I suppose we do,” he said and turned. “Besides. I think Liana loves it when I teach.”

      She groaned. “Here we go,” she muttered, leaning close to one of the boys sitting next to her. “My brother has a bit of an ego, especially now that he’s this great valsahir.” She looked up at Torian, and she grinned. “Of course, he did save my life, so I suppose I owe him that much.”

      “Anyway,” Torian said, ignoring his sister’s barbs and moving on to the fourth-tier patterns. He began to demonstrate variant forms. It was a distraction in his day, but perhaps this was the kind of distraction that Torian needed. “These are the forms that you need so that you can gain entry into the university.”

      And not for the first time, Torian had a different part. What would his forms look like when he eventually left the university?
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      Torian and Sarah stood in front of the bars once again. They had only taken two days in-between visits. A part of Torian wanted to come more often, partly because he thought that there was quite a bit that he might be able to learn from the camp Viper, but another part of him, the part that recognized the danger that the Viper posed to him, knew that he needed to exercise a greater measure of caution than he had so far.

      “I told you that I wasn’t going to speak to you, child,” the Viper said, and this time he addressed Sarah first rather than Torian.

      “You don’t have to speak. We just want to watch. Torian tells me that he has a way of seeing when you are using your valsahir power.”

      The Viper turned to Torian for a moment, and once again, there was a distinct sense of power that was flowing through him, something that Torian could feel, but he couldn’t quite see it. At least, he didn’t think that he could. Not the way that Sarah was describing. A sense came from the Viper that Torian needed to master so that perhaps he could even replicate it. This was a valsahir, after all, and this was somebody who had the same kind of power as Torian possessed, somebody that Torian wanted to be like, even if it wasn’t nearly as violent as the Viper naturally was.

      “You can see it?”

      It was the most interest that the Viper had shown in Torian. At least he hadn’t called him a cub again.

      “I can’t see it so much as I can feel some of what you’re doing,” Torian said. “I’m trying to understand this power.”

      The Viper yanked on his chains again, and once again, the stone rattled. “Valsahir power is different.” He took a step back, and then he took a seat.

      He crossed his legs in front of them and rested his elbows on his knees. He looked down at his hands. Torian was waiting, watching to see if the Viper might do something with that power, but as he watched, he didn’t see anything more beginning to form inside of him. If nothing else, the Viper was trying to hold it back, it seemed. And if that was the case, then perhaps he was hoping to keep Torian from learning anything from him.

      “There aren’t many valsahir,” Torian said.

      “Not in these lands,” the Viper said, and he still didn’t look up.

      “Why not?” Sarah asked.

      Only then did the Viper look up. His eyes flashed, and Torian thought that maybe it was anger or perhaps it was disappointment. Whatever it was, the emotion was there and then was gone. It was replaced with a flatness. It was the same expression that he had seen from the Viper in the time that he had been held inside of the cell. There was almost a complete absence of emotion from him.

      “Your people choose to hide from it.”

      “Hide from it?” Sarah asked. “Our people want to understand the connection to the Saith. We want to understand how we can reach for it, and we become sahir—”

      “Sahir is not valsahir, is it?” The Viper leaned forward, and he held his gaze on Sarah for a long moment. “No. Sahir are not valsahir. You neglect your young.”

      Torian found himself curious now. “How do they neglect the young?”

      The Viper swept his gaze over to Torian. “They? You don’t claim these people as your own?”

      “I…” He frowned. “That’s not what I was saying. I’m just trying to make sense of what it is that you’re getting at.”

      “Understanding the power of the Saith is one aspect of what makes sahir and valsahir. Your people neglect your young and neglect the search.”

      Sarah looked over to Torian, and she said nothing for a moment, which Torian didn’t need for her to say anything, anyway. He thought that he knew what she was thinking. He had been neglected, hadn’t he? His own connection to power had been hidden from him, or at least not explained to him.

      Or... There was still the possibility that something had been placed on him, some sort of a restriction that had limited him from reaching for the power that would make him valsahir.

      “How are they neglected?” Sarah asked, turning her attention back to the Viper.

      “What did he feel?”

      “A heaviness,” Torian admitted.

      “A heaviness,” the Viper said. “Interesting. I wonder what that was like?”

      “It was like there was a weight, some sort of a boulder of sorts that prevented me from reaching for the full extent of my valsahir ability. I didn’t even realize I had any real connection. I thought I wasn’t talented enough to be even a sahir.”

      The Viper was quiet for a long time. Eventually, he looked up and met Torian’s eyes. It was the first time that he had engaged him like this. “As I said. Your people neglect your young.”

      “How would you do it differently?” Sarah asked.

      “We know how to find those with potential. We know not to neglect them.”

      “What would we have learned by now?”

      The Viper started to smile. “Do you think that you are going to convince me to teach? I already have told you that I will not, cub.”

      “Why do you keep referring to me as a cub?”

      “Because you are still so young and still so inexperienced.”

      “But I could learn,” Torian said.” If you give me an opportunity, I could learn.”

      “Not from me.” He looked down again, and he fell silent.

      Sarah looked over to Torian, and she shrugged. “I don’t know what else to say to him,” she mouthed, using a hint of wind pattern to carry the words just to his ears. “Maybe he can’t teach,” Sarah said.

      As she did, Torian realized that she had released some of her wind control, It wasn’t so much that she released it, as it was that she made it seem as if the pattern that she was holding onto had destabilized. She had done so intentionally.

      The Viper looked up but only slightly.

      “Some people don’t know how to teach,” Sarah said. “When I was working with my mentor, he explained that to me. There are quite a few people who have knowledge and skill, but most of them don’t have the ability to share what they do. Unfortunately.”

      The Viper still didn’t look up, but Torian was certain that they had his attention now.

      “We can go,” Torian said. “Especially if he doesn’t know anything more.”

      The Viper started laughing. “So inexperienced,” he said. “Do you really think you will convince me?”

      “I don’t know,” Sarah said, and she turned the bars, no longer seeming as nervous as she had before. “I’m not sure I can convince you, but I would like to try to see what you know.”

      “No one has been concerned about what I know. And you are no different.”

      Sarah took a seat, crossing her legs. “Haven’t we? We’ve come here two times now, and Torian has come a third, so I think we’re concerned about what you know.”

      “The cub has come because he wants to learn what it is like to be valsahir. And you, child, have come because you think that you can manipulate me. Don’t think that I do not see through your charade.”

      “It’s not a charade,” Sarah said.

      “Then you really do think you can manipulate me.”

      “No,” Sarah said, offering a hint of a shrug as she did. “I don’t think that I can manipulate you. You’re the Viper, and I’m still a student at the university. You have far more experience than I do. You have far more power than I do. You have far more of everything than I do. All I’m trying to do is to better understand where you come from so that I can better understand how to help my friend. Besides, he did tell me that you taught him one thing, so maybe I was wrong. You do know how to teach. You’re just too damn stubborn to do so.”

      Torian found himself staring agape at Sarah. But she was right. The Viper had taught him one thing. He had done it when he had been under duress, when he had believed that Torian was going to release too much power and that he would cause an explosion of that energy. Torian had certainly had no real control over his power at that time, so it was entirely possible that he would have done just that.

      “That was different,” the Viper said.

      “Only the way you rationalize it,” Sarah said. “I don’t see it is all that different, though. You can either teach or you can’t. You either choose to share knowledge, or you choose to keep it. And you are either with Rusav or you are not.” She leaned forward, holding his gaze.

      “What do you want from me?”

      “I want to know the truth.”

      “None care about the truth.”

      “Well, we’re students, so we are a bit more impressionable,” Sarah said, offering just the slightest hint of a smile. “And maybe you would like to try us.”

      “I do not.”

      “Fine. Unfortunately, I don’t know how many visitors you’re going to get. I have a sense that you don’t necessarily mind us coming down here, though. If you don’t share something useful, we don’t really have much reason to come.” She leaned back, glancing to Torian for a moment. “And the longer that we’re here, and the more often that we come, the greater risk it is for us. You see, because we are inexperienced, the university knows that there are other opportunities for you to escape, unfortunately.”

      The Viper started to laugh. “Perhaps I underestimated you. But you are not wrong. Eventually, I am going to escape from here.”

      “No,” Sarah said. “Because if you wanted to escape, you would’ve done it by now. Either you want to escape, or you don’t. Either you are working with Rusav, or you are not.”

      “Things are not nearly as black and white as that,” the Viper said.

      “Then help me understand the gray,” she said.

      “No.”

      “Fine,” Sarah said, getting to her feet and nodding to Torian. “We will be going.”

      She gave Torian a little bit of a shove, and they had nearly reached the door when the sound of the stone chains jingling came to Torian’s ears.

      “Wait,” the Viper said.

      “Wait for what?”

      “There is an aspect of the valsahir that you can separate. It is similar to the Saith in that there are different strands of power. You do not need patterns the way that the sahir need patterns. Find those strands, and you will find your power.” He said it all in a rush, and then he took another seat, crossing his legs in front of him.

      Sarah looked over to Torian. “Does that make any sort of sense to you?”

      “Not really,” he said, “but maybe I need to try to make sense of it.”

      She looked over her shoulder, and she flashed a broad smile. Torian had no idea if the Viper was watching or if he had not been paying any attention at all. “We will see you next time.”

      With that, she pressed the marker on the wall, and the door came open.

      “That was scary,” Sarah said once back in the street. “I can’t even believe that I did that.”

      “That was all an act?”

      “I started to get the sense he did enjoy the visits, and I don’t know if he enjoyed them just because of the distraction, or if he enjoyed them because he thought he could use us to get out, but I figured I would test it. I hadn’t expected him to respond like that.”

      Torian started to laugh. “And here I thought you were just showing off.”

      “I was terrified. I kept worrying I was going to say something wrong and that somehow he’s going to use his power and last through it, and…” She shook her head. “The only reason I was willing to do it was because you were there with me.”

      “If it helps, I think that whatever protections that the headmaster and the rest of the university place on him are holding him for now. He is valsahir, though, so there is the possibility that he will eventually be able to work his way free. I don’t know.”

      “And if he does?” Sarah turned her attention back to the building. “He does want to get out, but it seems telling to me that he would use your friend and the creatures, to do so. I’ve been struggling with that, Torian. Something about it doesn’t feel right. He made that offhanded comment about Rusav and about how we wouldn’t understand, and—”

      “And you’re concerned about the fact that he was relatively easy to capture.”

      “A little,” she agreed. “I wasn’t there for his capture, so I don’t know how easy it was for him to be captured. Maybe it wasn’t easy?”

      “There is one person we can go to find out more.”

      “Do you think that the headmaster would share anything with us about that?”

      “I think it depends upon how we bring it to her.”

      “We can’t tell her we are questioning his loyalty to Rusav,” Sarah said.

      “I agree.”

      “And we have to tell her that he offered you some insight, but we need to know more about his captivity so that we can know more about how to get through to him and whether we can get through to him so that we can find more.”

      “I agree,” Torian said.

      “Aren’t you going to offer any suggestions?”

      “I think your suggestions are perfect.”

      She gave him a slight shove. “Don’t do that. Don’t try to placate me.”

      Torian shook his head. “I might have valsahir power, even though I can’t use it the way that the Viper can, but you… well, you can do things I can’t.”

      “Such as be terrified in front of the Viper?”

      “I was scared as well, but I probably showed it more than you did. You’re getting through to him. I don’t think that is something that I can do on my own. I need you for this, Sarah.”

      She took a deep breath. “I just wish it were easier. I don’t like it.”

      “I don’t either. But let’s go talk to the headmaster, see what we can uncover about what happened during the attack, and see if maybe there is more to what the Viper is saying than what he is saying. Maybe we can find something useful.”

      “Or maybe we find something dangerous and deadly and how he somehow manipulates us and uses what he’s telling against us until we eventually succumb to everything that he’s doing.”

      “Or maybe that,” Torian said with a bit of a smile.

      “All right. The headmaster it is.”
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      Runic-marker class went slower than Torian would’ve liked. Then again, he had been focused on so many other things lately that he had not been keeping track of what he could learn inside of this class, despite the fact that he had been spending his time wandering the halls of the university while trying to find evidence of additional runes that could be used in dangerous forms.

      Professor Noble stood at the front of the class and was guiding everybody through the sequence of runes, this time a variation of the lantern-beam pattern in runic form. Torian didn’t have any difficulty with identifying that pattern, nor did he have any trouble with the power that he detected from it. All he struggled with was some of the more extreme variations. Unlike with the tiers of pattern, while working with the variant forms of runic patterns, it was much easier to create the full variant options.

      “As you can see here, this is a simple matter of identifying the flow of the variant forms. The flow itself is not so straightforward,” he went on, smiling a little bit, though it seemed mostly to himself, “but once you obtain a solid foundation in the variant forms, it becomes much easier to follow. Now. Does anybody want to come up and work on the second-tier rune variants?”

      Torian didn’t particularly want to do that, but at the same time, nobody else was raising their hand. At this point, it wasn’t so much about trying to get along well with his other classmates as it was about trying to understand as much about the different powers as he could. Torian wanted to fully understand the runic markers as much as he could because of what the headmaster had told him.

      He finally raised his hand, and Professor Noble looked in his direction.

      “Wonderful. I’m glad that at least Mr. Ranth has decided that he would like to prove himself, not that you need to, of course. You have already demonstrated your talent enough times that I think that you will do quite well.” He flashed a smile as if trying to put Torian’s mind at ease, but he didn’t need that. “You will work on the second-tier light pattern for us. Have you seen the variant forms of it?”

      Torian got up, ignoring some of the hard glares at his back, though there were a few students, Sarah included, who were more welcoming to him. “You’ve shown us at least seven of the variant forms for the second-tier rune pattern,” he began, “so I think that I should be able to do it. I don’t know if I know all twelve of them.”

      “And I would not expect you to. What I’m hopeful that you may be able to identify is a sequence. If you can follow the sequence, then you should find the pattern that is there.”

      Torian nodded. So this was partly a test.

      Perhaps it wasn’t so much of a test as it was a matter of trying to gauge just how much Torian could find and how much he might be able to learn on his own. It wasn’t all that dissimilar to what Professor Erickson had intended to do with the different blade patterns. He didn’t know when they were going to be tested again in this class, but he suspected that there was a time when they would eventually find that they had to prove what they knew and what they could uncover on their own.

      He started slowly. The second-tier patterns were a little bit more complicated than the first-tier patterns, no different than it was when trying to use the Saith patterns. In this case, though, there were additional aspects to the runes that he had to remember to place. He had seen them with his studies with Professor Noble and in the earlier testing, but he had not focused on the variant forms. At least, he hadn’t known that he was focusing on them as variant forms. Torian had learned that there were similar, related ways of describing the runes and depicting them, and he thought that he could even do that without having Professor Noble guiding him. He started with the most basic one, at least for him.

      From there, it simply involved replicating much of that primary runic marker but changing some of the patterns that were involved in it. As he did, he could feel that something was starting to shift and recognized that the sequence was relatively basic. By the time he got through the seventh variant form, Torian found himself hesitating a moment before standing back and looking at the flow of the variant forms.

      “Is that all that you can do, Mr. Ranth?”

      Torian waved his hand toward Professor Noble.

      He needed time. He needed a chance to study and try to determine what he could pick out here. He needed an opportunity, but he wasn’t sure that he was going to be able to do that with somebody constantly chatting at him.

      He thought about how the different runes were tied to each of the patterns themselves, a different manifestation of a similar type of power, and a different manifestation of a connection to the Saith. If that was true, then Torian could carry out the variant forms here with this. He knew most of the second-tier variant forms for light. That had been something that he had worked on with Sylvia during his travel. And he had begun to work on additional variant forms.

      Then he started on the eighth variant form. Rather than going by memory or anything that he had seen before, it was more about how it felt. And much like Professor Noble said, there was something of a flow to it. As he began to work his way across, he found the flow working for him, and he started to depict the pattern. When it was done, he immediately moved on to the eighth variant form. Feeling the connection from one to the next made it easier for him to know how he needed to alter it from the eighth pattern to the ninth pattern, and then so on and so on. By the time he was done, he wondered if there might even be more than what they believed.

      Everything that he had been taught about the different aspects of the Saith was that it came in twelves. Twelve different tiered patterns to go along with twelve different variant forms and the dozen different runic markers.

      But Torian could feel like there should be something more.

      As he stared at it, he tried to think about what he would do differently if he were given the opportunity, but he didn’t have a chance when Professor Noble spoke up, clapping his hands together.

      “Wonderful. I would like to speak with you after class, Mr. Ranth.”

      Torian went back to his seat, where Sarah was frowning.

      “Had you studied those before?” Sarah asked, leaning close enough so that she could whisper to him.

      Torian shook his head. “Not like that. It’s just that… Well, there’s something about it that feels similar. I don’t know how to describe it.”

      “That’s impressive.”

      “Not if Professor Noble wants to meet with me after class.”

      She smiled at him, and then Professor Noble went on with class, working his way through the different forms that he had been talking about until they had reached the end of class, and he dismissed them. Sarah gave Torian a brief look before leaving him and letting him stay with Professor Noble.

      “You have a way with runes,” Professor Noble said, not giving Torian a chance to say anything. “I noticed it when you first came to my class. You were inexperienced, but you had a mind for it. We’ve always known that certain people have an ability and an affinity for runes. It is a different way of thinking about and expressing the Saith power.”

      “I think I studied them because I was hoping to try to reach for power when I was struggling to do so,” Torian said, though he was sure that he had explained that to Professor Noble before.

      “Of course,” Professor Noble said, waving his hand. “Do you think that you can do the same with the third-tier light pattern?” He motioned toward the board.

      “Am I being tested?”

      “Something along those lines,” Professor Noble said. “I want to see how quickly you can follow the flow.”

      There it was again. He mentioned the flow.

      Had Torian not felt it when he was making the marks, he wasn’t sure that he would’ve known what Professor Noble had been talking about. Even now, he wasn’t sure that he knew, nor was he sure that he could re-create it again, but he was willing to test it.

      “I only know about five of the variant forms.”

      “If you know five, then you should be able to discover the next few, at least.  You should be able to do that, given what I have seen from you so far. Now. Would you mind demonstrating what you can?”

      Torian went up to the board, erasing what had been written earlier. He began with the different basic variant forms for the third tier of light and got through the first five before he did as he had before, taking a step back and focusing on the flow. That was what he needed to find, after all. Only he wasn’t sure that he could feel the flow the way that he wanted, only that there was obviously some sort of a purpose here, something that Torian could detect, but he wasn’t sure how to do so. As he stared at the board, trying to follow the flow, he began to detect something more.

      There was a certain energy.

      It was easier the more that he focused.

      Then he worked on the sixth variant form, feeling how it caused a shift in the pattern, before moving on to the seventh variant, and then the eighth, and so on until he reached the twelfth variant form. When he was done, much like he had before, he hesitated while trying to think of if there was any way that he might come up with a thirteenth variant. He could practically see how one might form, but…

      “Wonderful,” Professor Noble said, interrupting Torian’s train of thought. “You are able to do it. I had not been sure. What I would like to see is how quickly you can work your way through some of these other variant forms. I would like you to work through each tier and each of the different aspects of Saith. Are you willing to consider this?”

      “I don’t know some of the upper-tier pattern variants,” he said.

      “Well, perhaps we can work on that, as well.”

      Torian smiled to himself, and then he turned the board. He needed to take advantage of the time that he had at the university as much as possible. And if that involved private lessons, then maybe he could learn even faster than he had anticipated. “Where should I start?”
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      He was tired by the time he was done. He had spent much of the afternoon working with Professor Noble, demonstrating different variant forms of the ruins so that he realized that he had a much better grasp of them than he had ever anticipated. There was something more about it, though. It wasn’t just that he had memorized them; it was that he could anticipate the way that they would develop. And much like Professor Noble had told him, it did seem to Torian that he had a mind for it. He had no idea what that meant for him, only that the variant forms had started to settle into his mind in a way that made it easier for him to fully grasp.

      Professor Noble wanted Torian to meet with him again, and Torian had agreed to do so, choosing to do so outside of the class setting, though at this point, he thought that perhaps that would be for the best. If he could work through the patterns and figure out the runic patterns without having somebody guiding him, did he need the same type of classes?

      He found Sarah waiting for him in the main hall library.

      “What was that about?”

      He sank down on a chair at a table in the corner of the library. She had a stack of books in front of her, and Torian realized that most of them were for runic patterns, as if she were grabbing them because she was concerned about how he had been held behind. The rest of the library was quiet. There was another student, an older woman with silvery hair in braids that had fallen toward her face while she was hunched over a book sitting all alone, but nobody else was there. He turned his attention back to Sarah.

      “It was something like a test,” Torian said, shrugging slightly. “He didn’t want to call it a test, but that’s what it was. Basically, he brought me there so that I could prove whether or not I could form different sequences.”

      “Which ones?”

      “All of them.”

      She breathed out a low whistle. “He wanted you to prove all of them? How far did you get?”

      “Well, I didn’t finish if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “How?”

      “How what?” Torian asked, resting his elbows on the table, placing his head in his hands, and feeling waves of exhaustion working through him.

      “How were you able to do that sequence? I know that we didn’t see it before.”

      “I hadn’t seen it before, but when he mentioned something about a flow, I started paying attention to that. You can start to feel it. I don’t know how else to describe it.”

      “So there actually is a flow?” She frowned at him. “You know, he’s made comments like that before, and I’ve never really paid any attention to it, but if there is a flow, maybe it’s something that can be learned. Would you help me?”

      He started to smile, as he didn’t think that she was serious, but when she didn’t return his smile, he shrugged. “Of course, I will. I don’t know that I’m going to be the best instructor for this, but if there’s anything that you can learn from me about the flow or about the different runic forms, then I’m happy to do it. I just don’t know that I can help you.”

      “Anything that you can guide me on will be useful.”

      “What are you studying here?”

      “Since you decided to prove yourself in that class, I thought I would see if I could catch up with you. I don’t like being behind. Especially not with somebody who hasn’t been at the university for very long and somebody who did not have as much tutoring as I did before coming to the university.”

      “I think that you made it clear that most of your tutoring was on the different tiered forms of power, and to be honest, that was probably how most of my experience was, as well. I just happen to have a knack for this.”

      “Is that strange?”

      “Why would it be strange?”

      “Just because of…” She leaned close, dropping her voice to a whisper. “Because of what you are.”

      He frowned. “To be honest, I don’t even know. I suppose we can ask him the next time we go and visit with him, though I don’t know if he’s going to share anything with us.”

      “Oh, I think he’s going to share more than you realize. He wants us to visit.”

      “When do we go back?”

      “I was thinking we give him a day or two to question whether or not we were going to return, and when we come back, he’ll be relieved, and at that point, then he opens up and teaches you everything that you need to know.” She spread her hands wide as if she had solved some great problem. “But in the meantime, you really should be working on what he said to you.”

      “I have been,” Torian said.

      “And?”

      “And I can’t make anything of it. He talks about trying to separate it into different forms so that I don’t even need to use patterns, but that doesn’t make any sense. I’ve been trying to strip it apart, but that’s not how it is. It’s a singular source of energy deep inside of me.”

      “Well, if it is tied to the Saith the way that you think it is,” she began, rubbing the knuckle into her eye and frowning for a moment as she seemed to be trying to consider different possibilities, “I have to believe that it is similar to the different tiers of power, isn’t it? And those are all distinct. So if you do have something like that inside you or a direct connection to it, then shouldn’t you be able to tap into it?”

      “Well, the way that you connect to the Saith is a singular type of power,” Torian said. “Do you think that you can separate it?”

      “Well, that’s the purpose of the patterns, isn’t it? We use those to try to create a distinct connection to the Saith. We have power inside of ourselves, and we can concentrate that power, and we can hone it into something useful by using the different tiers of patterns.”

      “See,” he said. “It’s the same.”

      “But it’s not. At least, not from what he said. He made it seem like you don’t even need those patterns for you to be able to reach that kind of power. And from what you have said, you have this unstructured power?” She watched him for a moment until he nodded. “Like I said. You have something more. Different. We just have to work together to try to piece together what it is and how it works.”

      Torian appreciated that she was so interested in trying to help him, but at the same time, he didn’t know if what she wanted to do was for his benefit or for hers. And at this point, maybe he didn’t even matter. All that mattered was that he had an opportunity to keep trying to make sense of what it was that he could do and see if there was going to be some way that he could separate that power out.

      “There’s still something we haven’t done yet,” he said.

      “I know,” she said. “And to be honest, I’m a little leery about it. I don’t know that I want to go and visit with her because I’m worried about what she might say.”

      “All she can tell us is what she knows,” Torian said with a bit of a smile. “And if it helps us, then it helps us.”

      “Fine. Let me go through these books a little longer, and maybe you can help me with the different flow,” she said with a bit of a smile, “and then we can go to her.”

      “You’re avoiding it.”

      “Can you blame me?”

      Torian shrugged. “I suppose not.”

      He sat back, resting his eyes for a moment and trying to suppress some of the fatigue, but there was another part of him that felt much better than he had in quite some time. He managed to do something with the sahir powers that made him feel as if he were truly exceptional. If he could use the runes like that, and if he could see the flow, then what more could he do?

      Through it all, though, was another nagging concern.

      Eventually, he would learn as much as he could at the university. And at that point, what would he do? Where would he go? He didn’t have any valsahir who could teach him other than the Viper, and Torian wasn’t about to spend his days working with the Viper.

      Was there some other place that he could go?

      And if not, how would he ever become what he was supposed to be?
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      “I fail to see why you’re asking these questions,” the headmaster said. It was the day after he had met with Professor Noble and been tested for most of the afternoon. Torian and Sarah had gone to the headmaster’s office, hoping to find her after he had met Sarah in the library, but the headmaster had not been there. They had returned the following morning, and she had finally answered the door and begrudgingly let them in. Torian didn’t give her much of an option. “Why do you want to know the details of his captivity?”

      She was seated behind her desk, and she had a long, slender length of metal in one hand, and she was patting it on her thigh. Torian couldn’t be certain, but he thought that she had runes etched on that, but he wasn’t sure what purpose there would be for that, nor did he know why she had those markings there.

      Maybe it was to help her place additional runes?

      “We’re just trying to understand the sequence of events,” Torian said, smiling at the headmaster. He thought that he could be disarming by smiling at her, but she looked as if she were trying to see through him. Not just trying; she was succeeding at seeing through him. “Because he’s powerful, right?” The chair he was seated on was uncomfortable, and he shifted, trying to find a more comfortable place to sit, but there just didn’t seem to be one. Sarah was seated next to him, and she fidgeted just as much as he did, though she was quiet. “It seems to me, to us,” he said, trying to loop Sarah into the conversation, “that somebody who is that powerful wouldn’t have been that easy to capture.”

      “He was not easy to capture,” the headmaster said.

      “Can you at least tell us what happened?” Sarah asked.

      Her voice was soft, and there was something almost compelling about the way that she pitched it, though he couldn’t tell if she was acting this time or if she was truly hesitant around the headmaster. Having been around her with the Viper, Torian no longer knew how to read her, nor did he know whether he could believe some of the ways that she behaved.

      “I suppose I can give you a bit of clarity,” she said, scratching at her chin and leaning back and crossing her arms. “As you were here that time, Ms. Farin. You remember when Rusav attacked.”

      “I do,” she said, and her voice had grown softer still. This didn’t seem to be an act. Torian knew how much she struggled with what had happened at that time, and he knew just how much it had pained her, even though Sarah rarely talked about it.

      “I don’t,” Torian said. He looked from Sarah to the headmaster. “Can you at least give me some idea about what happened? I know what happened in my town, and I know what happened in other places, and given what I was able to see through Corsalt, I can only surmise what the attack was like, but if our goal is to prevent another attack, I think it would be helpful to know what happened here.”

      “There is very little that you will be needed to do if there is another attack, Mr. Ranth.”

      Torian wasn’t exactly sure if that was true. From what he had experienced and what he had heard from Sylvia, there was the possibility that he would need to be involved. There had been increasing activity throughout the city as the university instructors were prepping for another possible Rusav attack, though any time that Torian had asked anybody about it, they had downplayed the danger. Torian did not know if it was truly a danger or not but felt as if they needed to be more cautious than they had been. If Rusav were moving—and everything that he had heard suggested that they were—then preparations were useful.

      But they may not be enough. Rusav were fighters. The people of the university might know how to fight, but that was not what they were trained to do.

      “At least let me know so that I can be aware. And more than that, if we are going to continue talking to the Viper, it would be helpful for me to have an idea about what techniques they use during their attack.”

      “How would that information help you?”

      “I don’t want to be ignorant. He values knowledge and preparedness.”

      The headmaster paused and leaned forward. “I suppose that does make a certain sort of sense.”

      Maybe Sarah was rubbing off on him. He wasn’t even sure if that was what the Viper cared about, only that he had needed to find a way to coax the headmaster and share even more.

      “When Rusav attacked, they had Corsalt surrounded,” she said. “They had taken up positions all around the city. I believe that you saw some of the destruction on your way into the city the very first time.”

      Torian nodded. It would’ve been difficult for him to have missed that.

      “They attacked simultaneously. They must have a way of signaling, and given what you have now said about the blade of earth, such a thing is possible, if not even likely.”

      “I don’t know if you had those attackers here,” Torian said.

      The headmaster frowned. “Perhaps not. But there would have to be some similar tactic, regardless. I don’t know what it is, and I don’t claim to know the mind of Rusav, so I cannot say with any certainty what they did nor how they did it. All we know is that the attack exploded at one time. We were overwhelmed. We had some warning, of course,” she went on, and she motioned to the walls around her, “in that the protections of the university and the protections that we had placed around Corsalt provided us with a bit of an alert, but there were still so many of Rusav.”

      “They came marching through the streets,” Sarah said.

      “They did,” she said. “And they used power indiscriminately. They had many sahir. Powerful sahir. Perhaps even valsahir.” She said the last with a bit of hesitancy, and Torian wasn’t sure if she even believed that. “And they had five times as many soldiers. Each of them came bearing the blades such as you once carried.”

      “How were they stopped?”

      “Well, Corsalt is not without its natural defenses, as it is an ancient and powerful place. They did not count on the initial line of runic markers to prevent them from moving through the city. That delayed them, giving the city protection a chance to regroup.” She straightened, and Torian had little doubt that she had been a part of that. Probably most of the instructors had been a part of that. “And then the fighting began. We protected the students, getting them beneath the university and as many of them away from the city as possible. The fighting lasted for many days. I don’t need to describe what happened, Mr. Ranth, I don’t intend to relive it. It was brutal. For those of us who are scholars at heart, it was a nightmare. Not the kind of thing that we want to relive, as it is not the kind of thing that we care to have to experience over and again. Know this, though. We forced Rusav away.”

      Torian sat quietly. What he wouldn’t have given to have had something like that in Sarot. But then, Sarot had been destined to fail from the very beginning. With his town having been betrayed even before it had been attacked, there was never going to be an opportunity for them to withstand the brunt of the attack.

      “The Viper?” Torian finally asked.

      “He was found in the heart of the city. He had somehow managed to get past many of our protections. And we converged on him. As we did, most of those who came toward him were killed.”

      “By him?”

      “What kind of question is that? Of course, by him.”

      “It’s just that…”

      Torian wasn’t exactly sure what it was. Something about this didn’t feel right.

      “And we finally overpowered him. It took a series of complicated runes, concentrically formed and ever-tightening, to hold him in place. By the time we reached him, he was nearly spent. He had expended quite a bit of energy in his attack, and yet, he was still dangerous. Thankfully, we contained him.” She looked up at Torian. “And that, Mr. Ranth, is the story of how he was captured.”

      “What happened to the rest of Rusav?” Torian asked.

      “Why?”

      “Well, I’m just trying to make sense of what happened to those who had surrounded the city and attacked but didn’t push their way in. How many of those did you bring down?”

      “It’s difficult to say,” the headmaster said, and it seemed as if it pained her to make that admission. “As we could not track them easily. They were powerful. And the soldiers that had entered the city made it difficult as well. We often did not know who of Rusav were soldiers and who of them were sahir.”

      “And you didn’t know who were valsahir.”

      “At the time, we didn’t give that any consideration,” she said. “And, to be honest, we still find that difficult to consider.”

      “Even knowing everything that you know now,” Torian said.

      “Even knowing it, it doesn’t make it easier. There are things that come out of stories, out of legend, that are difficult to believe. Then again, considering what you have seen in the time that you have traveled from your home and some of the creatures that you have faced, I suppose that if anybody understood that, it would be you.”

      Torian snorted. “Unfortunately.”

      “Yes. Unfortunately. Now do you think that will make a difference when you confront the Viper the next time?”

      Torian glanced over to Sarah, who was quiet. She was frowning, and he was curious as to what she was thinking, as he didn’t have much to offer at this point.

      “I hope so,” Torian said. “We want to know what we are going to need to do to convince him to show us something. He hasn’t offered all that much, but the last time we visited with him, he did make a suggestion about the valsahir power.”

      “And?”

      “And it was confusing.” Torian explained to her what the Viper had said, and she considered it for a moment, scratching at her chin while she did.

      “I don’t have any answers for you, unfortunately. It is not the way that I have ever connected to the sahir or the Saith power. But if there is something that you can learn from him, I would encourage you to do so.”

      “Thank you,” he said. “Can we visit with Johan?”

      The headmaster frowned again. “I will think about it. If that is all…”

      “It’s just going to help me when we find Astrid.”

      When and not if, at least as far as Torian was concerned.

      The headmaster breathed out heavily. “It may become necessary, especially with what we have encountered. I doubt the boy is important to Rusav, though he may be important to the Viper.” She locked eyes with Torian. “One more thing I would like you to ask him about during your visits.”

      “But if Rusav comes for him…” Sarah began.

      “If they come for him, then you should know that we will ensure that they do not get him. He cannot be returned to Rusav. The Viper is far too dangerous for that.”

      She turned her attention back to a book on her desk, and Torian and Sarah got to their feet, heading out of the headmaster’s office. Once out, they close the door, and Sarah breathed out heavily. “Well, it feels like we don’t have any better answer than we did before. Unless you were able to glean anything from that?”

      “I didn’t necessarily glean anything from it,” Torian admitted, “but it does strike me as strange. If he was in the heart of the city, wouldn’t he have had a way of attacking?”

      “Why?” She started.

      “I’m not sure,” Torian admitted. “To be honest, I don’t know what to make of any of this. And maybe I’m reading too much into it, to begin with. But if somebody like the Viper had been at the heart of the city, with his valsahir power and no others, don’t you think that he would have been able to have destroyed more of the city? He might even have been able to get to the university and attack it.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I don’t know what I’m saying,” Torian said. “And at this point, I think that we have to ask him.”

      “Do you want to go now?”

      “I don’t know that I have time. I’m supposed to go visit Professor Noble and then, after that, have a session with Professor Order. I know that we talked about going to visit with him again today, but I don’t know that I have time for it.”

      “That’s fine,” she said, though, from the way that she said it, Torian could tell that she was not pleased with him. “Besides, I have a little more studying to do. If I want to master the runic pattern flow the way that you have it, I’m going to need to work at it a bunch more than I already have. Find me later?”

      Torian nodded. He set off toward Professor Noble and found him in his classroom. He spent the next hour or so going through many more of the variant forms and finding that each of them was relatively easy once he knew four to five of the variant patterns. Even when he had three different variant patterns, if Torian could sense something about the flow, he had a much better time identifying what he needed to do and how to expand the connection.

      “This is much better than I was hoping to see,” Professor Noble said. “You really do have a mind for it. You are almost unnatural as if the power of the Saith has given you a knowledge. I would like you to begin working with me privately.”

      “On runes?”

      He nodded. “Indeed.”

      “Is there something more that I might learn from them?”

      Professor Noble started to laugh. “Do you already believe yourself so capable that you don’t need my assistance?”

      Torian realized the folly of his statement, and he hurriedly tried to make amends. Professor Noble started to laugh again.

      “That is not at all what I’m trying to imply,” Professor Noble said. “And in fact, I think that even with only a minimal amount of additional training, you would know more than you need to know to pass through the university. You have the gift, Mr. Ranth. I would like your help in studying what is beyond the twelve variant forms.”

      “You sensed it, too,” Torian said softly.

      “I noticed it when you were finished with the second time going through your variant forms. I hadn’t been sure, but the way that you looked at the board, you were puzzling through it as if you could find additional forms. Those of us who study such things and have gained a measure of mastery of them have long speculated that there are more rune patterns that can be forged. Somebody like yourself, somebody who has an obvious affinity for them, could help. That is all that I’m hopeful for.”

      “I would like that,” Torian said.

      And it surprised him, but he would actually enjoy that. Maybe it shouldn’t surprise him. This was an aspect of the sahir training that Torian had proven to excel at. Why not continue to strengthen this area?

      “We will meet twice a week. I will provide you with times I’m available, and unfortunately, it will not be consistent. My classes do not permit that. I understand that you are working with Professor Order on an independent study, so I am also aware that I need to work around her schedule. And I will need to work around any additional independent study that you take.”

      “That’s the only other one,” Torian said.

      “For now,” Professor Noble said. “But I wouldn’t be surprised if that changes.”

      When Torian left him, he found himself with his mind turning over. He was given another independent study. He was still in his first year at university, and he was already getting to that point. Maybe his valsahir connections really were as valuable as he had believed.

      He found Professor Order in the small classroom near the library, waiting on him. He was tired, hungry, but he knew that she would not permit him to take too much time. And so he joined her and rubbed a knuckle into his eyes as he started to focus on what she was teaching.

      “You are distracted today, and I don’t care for it,” Professor Order said.

      “I’m sorry. I’ve been working with Professor Noble—”

      She started to laugh, cutting him off. “It took him long enough.”

      “What took long enough?”

      “It took him long enough to begin to see your potential. I keep waiting for others to as well. I don’t know how many of them will understand the reason behind your potential, but even if they don’t understand it, I suspect that they will recognize that you are unique. And eventually, you will have to decide who you choose to work with and how long you choose to work with them.”

      “Including with you?”

      She was quiet for a moment. “Including with me. Eventually, you will decide whether or not you want to continue learning about dark and mastering it. And no, even with your obvious gifts, you will not master it in a matter of months. You will need time to understand the intricacies of it, but then, such a thing could be said about each aspect of the Saith. You can take years studying each branch of the Saith, working on the intricacies of that power, and trying to make sense of it, and what it means. Unfortunately, I do not think that you will take that time.”

      “Why not?”

      Torian agreed with her, so it wasn’t so much that he felt offended by that; it was just that he was curious why she believed that he wouldn’t.

      “I think that you will be compelled to chase understanding of something different. Perhaps a different and deeper sort of power. And were that all that it was, one would understand it.”

      “Were that all it was?”

      “It doesn’t matter. Let us get back to work with the dark, and then you need to return to what I have asked of you.”

      “That’s right,” Torian said, having forgotten all about what she had wanted from him but knowing that he needed to get back to it. She needed for him to focus on the shadow wolves, on his connection to the shadow connection as he attempted to speak to them so that he could try to teach her the same thing. “I will keep at it.”

      “Very good. I would hate for you to disappoint me.” She said it as something of a joke, he knew, but there was a part of him that wondered if she was truly joking.

      And he began to feel as if he were getting pulled more than he had anticipated. He had wanted to be pushed while coming to the university, wanting to be tested and forced to grow so that he could improve his connection to the Saith, which he had been. Now, though, he felt as if he were getting pushed and pulled in different directions, to the point where he wasn’t even sure that he was going to have time for everything that he needed to do.

      Perhaps that was what Professor Order was getting at.

      There was a limit to how much Torian could do. There was a limit to how much he could study. And eventually, he would have to choose the focus of his studies. Was going to be on trying to master everything involved in becoming a sahir, mastering the different progression of tiers of power the way that he could learn them if he were to stay here, including studying martial theory at the different runic theory, or was he going to take another path. One that led him toward understanding what it meant for him to be valsahir and all its forms.

      Torian didn’t have the answer, but even without knowing that answer, he still felt as if he needed to be at the university.

      But would that change?
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      The forest was quiet. He crept through the trees, moving silently, or at least as silently as he could, trying to use earth in order for him to try to mask his movements as he passed through here. It was easier now for him to do that, especially as he had been studying some of the variant forms of the different tiers of earth patterns, and knowing that some of those different variant forms allowed for an easier time with masking and muting the passing that he made through the forest.

      He wasn’t alone. He had considered coming out here by himself, but Torian knew better than to do that. Instead, he had gone to Visthor and pleaded his case.

      He had found Visthor at the wagons the night before. “I need you to keep working with me so that I can speak to the wolves.”

      “No.”

      “I’m valsahir. Shouldn’t I be able to speak to them?”

      “You speak when wolves speak to you.”

      “But it’s something that can be learned,” Torian said. “You’re working with my professor on the same thing. And—”

      “And she want learn more. She want you to teach.”

      There was no use in denying it, so Torian did not. Instead, he just stared at Visthor, hoping that the large man would make amends and agree to work with Torian. Against the darkness of night and the flames crackling in the fire pit, Visthor created an imposing figure. Torian could practically feel some of the shadows that he was using, though he wasn’t sure if he was doing anything consistently now or if it was more a matter of Visthor reacting instinctively. And if Torian had a better understanding of the shadow summon and dispel patterns, he thought that he might follow what it was that Visthor was doing. He needed Visthor to help him.

      “She does,” Torian finally said. “And though she’s an expert at dark, which means that she’s an expert with shadow, she can’t do what you can do.”

      “Few can do what I do.”

      Torian started to laugh. “Well, I agree with you. Which is why I’m here, and I hope that you will eventually agree to work with me. Besides, if you don’t work with me, I’m going to go out into the forest on my own, and I’m going to try to reach for the wolves. Remember, I was the one who saved them.”

      Visthor glowered at him. “I remember.”

      “I can’t help what Astrid did. And to be honest, she didn’t know what she was doing, and she didn’t know what the wolves were, and—”

      “Stop,” Visthor said.

      “So you’re going to work with me?”

      “Will you stop pestering?”

      “Only if you work with me on this,” Torian said.

      Visthor grunted. “Morning. Sun up.”

      “Perfect.”

      It wasn’t, not really, as Torian wasn’t much of a morning person. With his long days of studying at the university and working with the different instructors, he felt as if he needed more sleep and not last, but if he had Visthor willing to work with him and to try to show him different aspects of power, then Torian was going to take advantage of it. When he had arrived at the wagons first thing in the morning, Visthor was already up, seated near the remains of the fire, and staring into the forest, waiting on Torian.

      “Almost late,” Visthor said.

      “You said sun up.”

      “I say.”

      “Well, I’m here.”

      And so they headed into the forest. Torian thought that maybe Visthor was using some innate connection to the Saith, as he recently felt like Visthor had something along those lines, but there was nothing to prove that. It was just that Visthor was quiet. For a large man, he moved almost soundlessly.

      They reached the first of the colansar trees. Torian had not spent that much time around them, but he knew the moment that he passed beyond the boundary of the trees, he was going to feel something. Whether or not it was a surge of his valsahir connection or if it was tied to his connection to anything else, he was prepared for the shift. He had been inside of Corsalt, feeling that suppression, for long enough that he felt comfortable with it.

      “Ready?” Visthor asked.

      “Wait,” Torian said, glancing over to him. “You slowed here because you were giving me a chance?”

      “Give chance to get ready.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You say it hurt.”

      “Well, doesn’t necessarily hurt,” Torian said. “It’s more that I can feel something about it that starts to press on me in a way that I have to be more careful. I have to be more controlled with the heaviness inside of me.”

      “It hurt,” he said.

      “Only if I lose control,” Torian agreed.

      He stepped forward, and as soon as he passed that strange barrier, the restriction that had been on him, that heaviness that he had come to deal with, finally started to ease. It happened slowly, and as it did, Torian tried to ignore the weight inside of him as well. It was there, a constant companion, something that he still didn’t understand the origin of, nor did he understand why it had settled inside of him, but he knew that he could push it so much easier now, and he had to be careful when he did.

      So he started to slip that power off to the side of him.

      He didn’t do so with much force. Torian didn’t need much force at this point, as he could feel that energy the way that it was rising within him, and how much that was pressing on him. But he also recognized that if he lost control over it, there were consequences. Torian had been around Visthor when he had lost control over his connection before, and he didn’t want to do the same thing again. Visthor deserved better than that.

      “You good?”

      “I’m good,” Torian said.

      “Then we walk.”

      Torian followed him. As he did, he found himself working through some of the primary patterns and each of the variant forms, keeping his mind distracted and trying to concentrate on the power inside of himself. He had to work carefully, not wanting to release too much power but also not wanting to lose control in any way. As he did, he gradually built from the primary patterns into the first-tier pattern, and he worked through as many of the variant forms as he knew. At this point, it was almost all of them and for almost all of the different Saith forms. He still had a bit of weakness with metal, but it was not nearly as much as it once had been. Dark was now a strength, given all the time that he had been working with it, to the point where now he felt comfortable and competent.

      Visthor glanced over to him at one point, as he was flashing through one of the shadow-summon patterns, making sure that Torian knew that he was fully aware of him drawing upon that power and suddenly connecting to it.

      “You will scare them,” Visthor said.

      “You can feel it,” he said.

      Visthor held his gaze. Finally, he nodded.

      “Then I will stop.”

      They got a little deeper into the trees, and after a while, Torian began to feel the presence of others around them. He couldn’t see them, and he was careful not to use any of the Saith power to reach out beyond himself, He didn’t want to strain too far and run the risk of the shadow wolves getting chased away. But he also wanted to open his awareness in some way. He instead focused on the power inside of himself. He was valsahir, wasn’t he? And with that power, Torian had to have some other way that he could access that energy and hopefully stretch beyond himself in order to find the answers that he needed. So as he focused, pushing beyond himself, he felt the pressure and presence, and then he felt…

      Wolves.

      There were at least five.

      He wasn’t using any particular form of the Saith pattern, nothing of the sahir, as this was just his valsahir connection. And Torian wasn’t using it in a structured way. He wasn’t releasing it, either. At this point, while he hoped that it was not going to scare the wolves away, he wanted to test it, as well.

      Gradually, Visthor came to a stop in a small clearing. The sun had started to rise, though it was not above the treetops yet. The air was still a little cool and damp with a bit of do. It stained Torian’s boots.

      He looked over, watching Visthor, who was simply standing in place. As Torian watched him, he noticed a bit of darkness swirling around him, something that suggested to Torian that Visthor was using shadow summon and dispel. The way that he was using it caused a swirling form of darkness to stretch out from him. Had Torian not been working with Professor Order as much as he had, learning to use the shadow detect, he wasn’t sure that he would have even recognized it. But having done so, Torian saw something in it and noticed the pattern and the structure, and he thought that he could even follow. The swirling left him with the distinct impression that Visthor was speaking but not speaking.

      Finally, the five wolves slowly moved closer.

      It wasn’t that Torian was surprised by the presence of the wolves. Having been around Visthor as long as he had and traveled along with the wolves as often as he had, there was nothing about them that alarmed him. Still, the awareness of what Visthor was doing and the way that he was using that power left Torian feeling as if he might have a greater understanding and a greater connection than what he had before.

      “Feel what I do,” Visthor said.

      “Shadows,” Torian said. Visthor glanced back at him, watching him for a moment. “I can feel it. There is a particular pattern that I can use—”

      “No use pattern. Feel.”

      “But that’s not how it works.”

      “That how it worked for me. You want to learn. You learn how I do.”

      Maybe Visthor could teach him a different way, and if Torian paid attention, there was a very real possibility that he could follow just what it was that Visthor was doing and perhaps even model the connection he had to it. But how?

      Torian struggled to make sense of just what it was Visthor was doing, thinking that perhaps there was going to be some way that he would be able to follow it, finding the energy and the connection, but he had no real way of simply feeling for it. That wasn’t how he had learned how to use what he could do.

      But he watched.

      Torian had been around Visthor many times and had been around the wolves many times, but he had not had an awareness of dark Saith connection, nor of the shadows, so that he could watch and try to gain an understanding as to what it was Visthor was doing.

      But Visthor didn’t want him to watch, did he?

      Feel.

      He closed his eyes.

      And as he did, he opened himself to the valsahir connection inside himself, allowing that weight to push inside of him. There was something there that trembled. He was aware of it, even though he did not release any of that power. He had used that connection before. Most of the time, Torian had done so intrinsically, the same way that Visthor spoke of. When he had been around the Viper, hadn’t he simply felt that he was doing something with his valsahir connection? Hadn’t Torian known that the Viper was drawing on power and using it but limited by whatever it was that the university scholars had placed around him?

      And hadn’t there been other times when he had felt something similar?

      That was not about patterns. It was not about runes. It was not about anything other than feeling.

      And then there was what the Viper had said to him. It was one of the two lessons that he had gotten from the Viper. It was strange, but those lessons were important. One was a matter of trying to defuse the power that he was drawn, keeping himself from releasing too much and destroying himself, and the other was on feeling for the Saith power inside of himself and splitting it off into different connections.

      Once again, it was a matter of feeling, not a matter of patterns or runes.

      And so, he tried to feel.

      Connected as he was, feeling the energy that was around him, Torian could detect something. It was a faint but steady flow of energy. As he focused on it, trying to make sense of it, he could feel something that was happening around him. He wasn’t exactly sure what it was, only that there was a steady slithering of energy.

      And when he focused, it was almost as if that slithering was starting to make some sort of a sound.

      He tensed.

      “You feel,” Visthor said.

      Torian nodded, not wanting to open his eyes.

      “They know. They feel, too.”

      Torian took a deep breath, and then he let it out. “There’s almost a sound. I can almost hear it.”

      “Almost is not hearing. Almost is not feeling.”

      “How will I know what they’re saying?”

      “You just know.”

      “So I just… feel.”

      Visthor turned back to him, and he smiled. “Stay here. Feel. When you understand, then you come back.”

      “Do I have any control over this?”

      “Maybe,” Visthor said, shrugging. “I not valsahir. I not sahir, either. So maybe.”

      With that, Visthor turned and strode away.

      Torian looked around. The wolves didn’t move.

      This was to be his lesson. Visthor wanted him to learn. And Torian needed to learn, especially if Rusav did attack. Torian needed to be as ready as possible for that possibility.

      He took a deep breath, and then he took a seat. The wolves still did not move. He closed his eyes. He focused on that valsahir weight inside of him and shifted the heaviness so that he could reach for the true depths of the power that existed inside of himself and then simply felt. It took a few more moments, but then gradually, he began to notice the strange stirring that came from the wolves. There was a gradual movement, something that was sliding, and once again, Torian was vaguely aware of the energy that was there but more so aware of the steady murmuring that came with that sliding.

      Torian felt.

      He got lost in how long he was seated, only realizing that there was a strange sort of energy that was persisting around him, a murmuring of the shadows that he could feel slithering and moving and trying to begin to speak in a way that suggested to him that they were aware.

      He tried to do as Visthor said. Feel.

      The longer that he stayed there, the longer he began to notice that the murmuring started to have distinct qualities to it. Every so often, Torian thought that he caught a snippet. It wasn’t so much that he heard it in words as he heard it in feelings.

      Emotion?

      Strange. Maybe that was what Visthor was getting at; maybe it was all about how he could express himself and how he connected to that. He focused, feeling that energy, feeling that strange slithering, and feeling…

      A loud, painful howl struck him.

      As Torian started to open his eyes, he realized that the howl had not been spoken aloud. It was through shadow.

      The sound came again.

      The other wolves around him were all on edge, ears perked up.

      Torian looked over to them. “What is it?”

      He didn’t expect them to answer, as he didn’t expect to have any way of communicating with them. Even when it seemed as if they understood him, he certainly couldn’t understand them.

      There was another howl, this one piercing his mind, and this one definitely a sharp strike of shadow energy, the darkness blasting at him.

      It was a shadow dispel, and it seemed targeted at him.

      Or maybe not just at him. It was targeted at the wolves or those who were connected to them.

      For the first time, Torian could swear that he understood it.

      There was a feeling on it, something that seemed to emanate through it, something that carried through that horrible, carrying to Torian and filling his mind in a way that left him trembling.

      And he got to his feet.

      He understood.

      Rusav. The wolves had found Rusav.
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      Torian struggled to follow the shadow wolves, thinking that if there was some evidence of Rusav, he wanted to know where it was so that he could help his friends find what Rusav was doing and be prepared for the possibility of an attack. As he was valsahir, Torian believed that he had a role to play in anything that Rusav might do during any sort of attack. The shadow wolves had warned him, but there had been no obvious way for Torian to follow the warning. He had just heard the steady howling of the wolves that had echoed, giving him an alert about the possibility that there was danger out there but not revealing anything to him.

      “I can’t be the only one who heard anything,” Torian said to Visthor as they trudged through the forest.

      After the wolves had discovered Rusav closer to the city, Torian had raced back to the city to alert the headmaster, who had quickly arranged an expedition. Torian had been surprised that she had permitted him to be a part of it. And thankful.

      In the distance, Torian was vaguely aware of the wolves moving and prowling, though they were not pressing on him in the same way that they had before. Though Torian could feel something, he also realized that anything that he might feel was limited. He strained to make sense of what he could feel, wanting to use Visthor’s approach with the wolves so that he might identify what they were doing. They were moving, but more than that, wanting to be able to identify where Rusav might be active.

      “I hear wolves,” Visthor said. “But they no tell me where they move.”

      “I thought you could talk to them more clearly, and I thought that you were able to hear everything from them.”

      Visthor glanced over. There were several others with them, including a pair of instructors from the university, though they were people that Torian didn’t know nearly as well as he knew some of the others. The headmaster had taken the shadow wolves to heart and agreed to send people out to search for evidence of Rusav moving, which surprised Torian.

      “I can hear wolves. But now wolves not sure.”

      “Why?”

      “It difficult to say,” he said.

      “Do the wolves not have any clue of where the Rusav might be moving?”

      “Wolves know, but wolves not know.”

      Torian wanted to push him and question what he was getting at, but at this point, he wasn’t sure if that was going to make a difference or not, and so he decided against it. Visthor didn’t always have the easiest way of describing just what it was that he was doing, nor how he felt the powers that were there. Instead, he found himself just wanting to try to make sense of it, thinking that he might be able to follow in what Visthor was doing, even if he couldn’t always identify the way that Visthor was using his shadows.

      There were others on patrol, including Sylvia and Invat from the wagons who had headed into the forest with several others from the university, but they were taking their time. Surprisingly, though Torian couldn’t hear what the wolves were saying to him all that clearly—though there were times when he was aware of the way that the wolves were seemingly talking, the strange murmuring sensation that he had from the shadows that continued to build around him—he could tell that the wolves were aware of something else from others in the forest with them.

      Wolves knew, but the wolves not know.

      He tried to figure out what Visthor had meant by that.

      The wolves around them suddenly darted off.

      When they did, Visthor stiffened. He stood, reaching into his pocket, pulling out his Blade of Wind, and then he chased after the wolves.

      The two university instructors frowned before hurrying after him.

      Torian hurried after Visthor, as well. He was concerned about what it was that Visthor had identified, and when he hurried after his friend, he found him chasing the wolves, loping after them but not able to keep pace.

      “What is it?” Torian asked.

      Visthor glanced over, frowning. “How you run so fast?”

      Torian nearly stumbled. The path that they were taking through the forest was a bit wild, and Torian had to jump over exposed roots, dance around thorny underbrush, and occasionally leap over fallen logs. But how was he moving so fast?

      The answer came to him, and it was something that he hadn’t even considered before, as he had not even been doing it intentionally. Somehow, Torian was drawing upon an aspect of the Saith power within him, using his connection to the valsahir power that he possessed. Torian felt some aspect of that flowing inside of him and simply used it.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “But what do the wolves detect?”

      “Rusav close.”

      Torian reached for his Blade of Wind before realizing that he didn’t have it. Professor Erickson still had his Blade of Wind. He had the Blade of Earth, but he was not going to use it. Especially if it had the potential of drawing others of Rusav to them. Torian was not about to risk themselves and endanger anybody because he wanted it back.

      Besides, he had the ability to create other blades, didn’t he?

      They continued racing, and at one point, Professor Jonir glanced over to Visthor, his thin lips pressed in a tight frown. He was probably in his thirties; he had dark hair and a slight build but was known to be incredibly gifted with air, similar to how Professor Order was gifted with dark.

      “I do not detect anything,” he said.

      “You not. Wolves do.”

      “But what is it?”

      “Rusav,” Visthor said again.

      “They wouldn’t be so close to the city.”

      “They not care about your city,” Visthor said.

      Torian wondered if perhaps that wasn’t even true. Why would they have come so close to the city? It didn’t seem to make a lot of sense to him, and he actually agreed with Professor Jonir about that. There would be no reason for Rusav to risk themselves out here and in this way. Something about it felt… well, just felt wrong.

      He paused for a moment, letting Visthor continue to hurry up. Torian thought that if it came down to it, he could use his connection to the valsahir power and chase after them and perhaps even catch up to them. For now, though, he wanted to feel for whatever it was that the wolves were detecting.

      And as he paused, he realized that he wasn’t alone. He hesitated for a moment, tempted to draw upon one of his blades—and given all of the training that he had done with Professor Order, Torian was drawn toward dark—but he didn’t. Instead, he realized that it was the dappled fur of the shadow wolf that had helped him when he first needed assistance.

      “Where are they?”

      Of course, there was no real answer, though Torian could feel something around him. He continued to focus on the dark, on the shadows that the wolves might use. He wondered if there was going to be some way that he might be able to connect to it in order to feel more about the wolves and the power that they had. He tried to connect to them in some way, but unfortunately he could not feel anything more. It seemed as if the wolves were quiet.

      All of them but this one.

      This one left a strange stirring within Torian.

      He felt it. It was shadow, but it was a flow of shadow that he could not quite put a finger on. There was no obvious pattern, but it seemed as if there was still a structure to it. As he focused on it, feeling that shadow, he tried to simply be aware of what it was that the wolves—and this wolf—were telling him. That was how Visthor had wanted him to understand, after all.

      Gradually, he thought that he felt more of that murmuring, and within that murmuring, there seemed to come an understanding.

      Follow.

      Torian wasn’t even sure if he heard it correctly, but if he did, then it was the wolf.

      He looked over. “You want me to follow.”

      The wolf regarded him for a moment, golden eyes practically glowing. The wolf seemed so much larger than the last time that Torian had seen him, though Torian didn’t have any idea how large shadow wolves would eventually become. This one was massive. When he had first caught sight of shadow wolves, there had been accompaniment with ravens. He had not seen them in quite some time. Torian had not even considered it, but perhaps he should have.

      The wolf turned and bounded away from him.

      Torian took a deep breath, and then he followed.

      He didn’t have much of a choice, as he wanted to understand just what it was that the wolf was trying to tell him and if there was anything within the way that the wolf was regarding him that would help him identify just what was out there. As he followed the wolf, Torian could feel something, only he wasn’t exactly sure what that something was. It felt as if there was some part of what the wolf was doing, some part of what the wolf was saying to him, that tried to guide him. That murmuring remained persistent and tugged on some part of Torian. All he needed was to try to feel it, but unfortunately, Torian could not feel anything more within it. He knew that he had to try to find something within it, as that was what Visthor had believed of him and of what he could do with the wolf.

      They headed in a different direction than the others. Torian was tempted to say something to the wolf, to guide them back toward Visthor and the others from the university, but he didn’t fear Visthor getting angry with him for wandering off with the wolf. In fact, he suspected that Visthor would be pleased that Torian was willing—and able—to listen to the wolf.

      He wanted to be ready, though. He focused on one of his blades. He drew on the primary dark blade and had it ready. It was easier to summon blades through the Blade of Wind, as it did make a bit more of a weapon and did not require so much of his focus, but Torian was valsahir, wasn’t he? He didn’t need to have a runic-marked weapon for him to be protected.

      When he slowed, he felt something pressing on him.

      Follow.

      This came much more clearly than it had before, and Torian was certain of what he had heard. Guiding him.

      Torian stayed close to the wolf. And as he did, that steady murmuring became a little louder. Not that it was any clearer than it had been before, but at least it was something that he thought he could keep track of.

      A sense began to build around him, and it took Torian a moment to realize what it was. It came from the forest. There was a silence. Torian was not much of a tracker, never had been, not like Jakob had been. But Torian had spent enough time in the forest around Sarot, and he understood that there were normal sounds within the forest that should be there. There should have been birds chirping, insects buzzing, and occasionally the scurrying of squirrels or rabbits are other critters that existed within the forest.

      There was none of that.

      He felt a bit of wind, and he wondered if that was Professor Jonir, but not so much that he thought that the professor was pushing it through the trees.

      Then the wolf suddenly stopped.

      Torian kept going for a few more steps before he felt a pulling on him, and he realized that the wolf was telling him something else.

      Warning.

      What kind of a warning was it?

      Torian focused and tried to feel for something out there. As he did, he became aware of the strangeness that existed in the trees and the energy that was there.

      Distantly, he noticed something more. Voices.

      Not the voices of Visthor and the two instructors from the university, and not Sylvia and those she had brought with her.

      No. These were accented voices. These were Rusav voices.

      Torian froze.

      He was still holding onto the dark pattern, using the blade, when a branch snapped not far from him.

      Torian looked up. The Rusav soldier that approached saw him at the same time that Torian saw the man. He was dressed all in dappled greens to blend in the forest, and he held onto the hilt of a Blade of Wind, but it was not extended.

      The shadow wolf reacted.

      He lunged toward the Rusav soldier.

      Another soldier appeared, following first. “What’s the…”

      Then he shouted.

      Torian darted forward.

      The second soldier had his Blade of Wind extended faster than Torian would’ve expected him able to do. The suddenness of it caused a burst of wind to strike Torian.

      Torian reacted, and because he had already had his blade of dark extended, he was ready, and he split that. He released the blade of dark, sending it spiraling through the air toward the Rusav soldier. It was something that he wouldn’t do with the Blade of Wind, as it was something that Visthor had trained him against, but in this case, Torian did not need to hold onto the weapon. The Rusav attacker darted off to the side, bringing the blade out. He was skilled.

      There was something about the blade he was holding that left Torian feeling a trembling.

      Not a Blade of Wind at all.

      A Blade of Earth.

      This was one of the elites.

      The wolf howled near him.

      Torian hazarded a glance over to his wolf, and he was concerned that something had happened to him, but he found that he was slicing through one of the soldiers, his enormous paw pushing the attacker back. The soldier used the Blade of Wind, and there was a bit of power that exploded from it, which caused the wolf a bit of delay, but only a bit.

      Torian didn’t have an opportunity to focus, as he was stuck feeling for the trembling of earth. The Blade of Earth.

      Which meant that this attacker was communicating to others.

      The soldier said nothing. He slid forward, darting in a pattern.

      It was one that Torian recognized.

      He shifted, changing to a blade of metal. He wasn’t as skilled with metal, but in this case, he wasn’t sure that he had to be skilled with it. He needed a way of holding it that would protect him, and he needed a way to hold onto it that would allow him to defend himself against the attacker. Earth and metal were sometimes complementary, but in his martial training, Torian had seen how metal could often disrupt earth. With the right kind of attack and approach, Torian was able to shatter earth.

      His metal blade clanged against the blade of earth.

      The Rusav soldier twisted, and again, it was a pattern that Torian recognized. Visthor really had been teaching him well, demonstrating much more than Torian would have known otherwise. It allowed him to follow, stepping toward the soldier rather than away. If he would’ve stepped away, it would’ve exposed his flank. But by stepping forward, he could push the assault.

      And having metal rather than earth gave him another advantage.

      There was another howl, and more wolves began to slip forward. But Torian was aware of something else. Not just other wolves, but other Rusav attackers.

      The trembling around him persisted.

      It came from this attacker, and Torian knew that the longer that he took here, the longer this fight took, and the more likely it was that the Rusav soldier was going to call others to him. He had to end this as quickly as he could.

      He stepped forward, turning to the side, following Visthor’s training, and when he did, rather than shifting his hands the way that Visthor had taught him, instead, he extended the blade of metal. It drove straight toward the Rusav attacker.

      He tried to block, attempting to twist his blade of earth toward it, but Torian had anticipated that and then he shoved more of his valsahir power into it.

      Had he only been sahir, Torian didn’t know if he would’ve been strong enough to handle this attack, and he wasn’t sure that he would’ve been able to counter, but with the valsahir power flowing within him, and now that he was outside of the boundary of the colansar trees, he did not have the same restrictions that he had otherwise.

      The valsahir power flooded through him, and he jammed his blade as fast as he could, driving it into the man’s throat.

      He collapsed.

      And then Torian withdrew the blade of metal. He hurried forward, scooping the blade of earth off the ground and slipping it into his pocket.

      Then he turned.

      Around him, there was more fighting.

      More of the Rusav soldiers.

      But that wasn’t what Torian wanted to find.

      If there were more Rusav soldiers, there was a very real possibility that there were more of those elite soldiers.

      He didn’t see any.

      Visthor had three Rusav soldiers surrounding him, but it looked as if he were dancing, his massive body practically gliding as he flowed through different movements. Torian had known that Visthor was incredibly skilled, having trained and fought against him, sparring so that he could learn technique from him, but what he saw from Visthor now was quite different than what he had seen from his friend before. The technique was impressive.

      The wolves were fighting, as well. Torian saw his dappled-furred wolf leaping forward, crushing one soldier before snarling and raging toward another. The other wolves had converged as well.

      And it wasn’t just the wolves. The two instructors from the university had joined in. Professor Jonir was sending spiraling torrents of wind, twisting them in strange manners that Torian recognized as variant forms of wind, but then he jerked on them, suddenly turning them into blades. Torian had not seen that usage of wind before, but he recognized what Professor Jonir was doing, and he thought that it was a fairly standard approach that he could modify.

      Then there was Professor Gibesh. She surprised him, partly because he had known that she was connected best to light, but it was her Blade of Light that startled him. It blazed with flames and radiated enormous heat. She made quick work of any of the Rusav soldiers that came through there.

      A steady trembling began to build.

      “Visthor,” Torian said. “He had a blade of earth.”

      Visthor’s brow furrowed.

      “There will be more.”

      Visthor nodded. “Then we finish this quick.”

      With that, he spun in place. His Blade of Wind erupted an enormous, shrieking howl of power, and the three attackers that surrounded him suddenly fell.

      Visthor strode forward. He whistled. The wolves all lunged at one time, and the rest of the attackers fell.

      Visthor growled softly, striding over to Torian, where he looked down at the fallen soldier Torian had brought down. He felt as if he should have done more, especially given what he had seen the others doing, but hadn’t he done enough? He had cut down one of the elites of Rusav. It had taken every ounce of skill, but he was valsahir, and he had used that power to handle this attacker. Torian couldn’t help but feel as if that was good.

      “You do yourself?” Visthor asked.

      “Did I have much choice?”

      “No. You survive. Now we must prepare.”

      “I feel it more trembling.”

      “Unfortunate. I do as well.”

      “What does it mean?”

      “It means Rusav bring real attack this time.”

      “It means something more than that, though,” Torian said. He was watching Visthor, and he had been around his friend enough times to know that the darkness that glittered in his eyes suggested that he was worried about something and that Visthor was trying to keep it from Torian.

      At this point, Torian didn’t know what it was, and he didn’t know why Visthor would want to keep anything from him, but he also recognized that there was more to this than what Visthor was getting at. The trembling, that faint quaking of earth, persisted enough that Torian felt it rumbling around him, and he found himself worried about how many more of these elite soldiers would be out there. Having made the mistake of taking one on—and giving him an opportunity to use his Blade of Earth—there was a possibility that others would be summoned here.

      “It’s more than that,” Visthor finally said, looking around. “But you not worry.”

      “How should I not worry?” Torian asked, and he frowned as he swept his gaze around him, trying to make sense of what they were feeling. “These soldiers. You told me that they were special. You told me that they were unique.”

      “They unique.”

      “Then what is it?”

      Visthor swept his gaze around him, and then when it settled on the others with him, there was a darkness in his eyes. “I think Tamish is back.”
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      The idea that Tamish was active once again left Torian with a surprising unease, not the least because the last time that he had seen him was when Aldrich had died. Then again, that time, Torian had not been strong enough to do anything to counter Tamish. It had involved him using some ancient artifact of power that connected him to the Saith in a way that Torian could not connect to otherwise.

      Was he so much more potent now?

      Torian didn’t get a chance to consider that as the faint trembling began again.

      The wolves around them began to howl, and there was something about the whine. The dappled-furred wolf looked over to Torian, and he felt pressure coming from it as if there was some sort of a warning coming off of the wolf. Torian wasn’t sure what it was, only that it seemed as if the wolf was trying to convey something to him.

      A warning. It was the same warning that he had when he had followed the wolf for the first time.

      “We have to be ready,” Torian said.

      “Good,” Visthor said. “You feel.”

      “I feel,” Torian agreed.

      He hurried over to one of the fallen forms of the Rusav soldiers, scooping one of the Blades of Wind away from them, and then turned it over in his hands. It was a different form of blade than the ones that he had practiced with before, but not so unique that he couldn’t use it. And as he extended it, he found Professor Jonir and Professor Gibesh both watching him with strange expressions. And he understood it. He had been through this before, but he had thought that it was not going to be a problem for him.

      They didn’t get much of a choice. The wolves darted forward. Visthor followed.

      Torian chased after, saying nothing.

      And they didn’t have to go very far before they began to see evidence of Rusav. Now that Torian had fought against them once, he was more alert for them. Then again, he wasn’t sure if it was something that he was alert for or if it was something that the wolves were somehow giving him. Torian almost noticed a pattern in his mind, and the more that he focused on it, the more that he realized that pattern seemed to come from the dark around him as if swirls of shadow work converged and guided him.

      It had to be the wolves.

      But through it all was another trembling.

      That trembling left some part of him quaking.

      It was a drumbeat. It was the call of the Blade of Earth.

      Torian started toward it when Visthor raised a hand before grasping his shoulder.

      “Not by yourself.”

      “I can handle him,” Torian said.

      “You handle one. You not handle this.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They have warning.” He closed his eyes for a moment, and when he opened them, he looked over to Torian. “You can feel it. I feel it.”

      “You can feel the warning?”

      “You say it earth.”

      Torian nodded. “It is earth. And as I focus on it, I can feel the way that they are trying to create… well, something. I can’t exactly tell what it is, but I can feel that they are doing something with the way that they have summoned the earth. And if that Earth summons is potent enough.”

      Torian wasn’t even sure what he could call it, only that he could feel some part of it, and it left him with a bit of trembling.

      “They have warning. That one thing that make them stronger. They know how to use earth. They talk.”

      Torian didn’t have to wait very long.

      The next wave of Rusav attackers came through the trees.

      They were difficult for him to see, partly because of the cloaks that they were wearing but partly because they must have some other way of concealing themselves. Perhaps earth? The wolves didn’t have the same difficulty, though. They lunged forward and began their attack.

      Torian was thankful that he wasn’t on the other end of it, thankful that he didn’t have to deal with that kind of brutality. As the wolves ripped through the Rusav attackers, Torian instead focused on what he could feel of earth.

      As Rusav moved forward, there was more and more movement of that drumming.

      It came from behind them.

      “The soldier is guiding them,” Torian said.

      Visthor looked over, and then he frowned. “Afraid.”

      “You think the soldier is afraid?”

      “No. These soldiers afraid. The other push.”

      “Then we need to remove that one.”

      Visthor started to smile. “Valsahir. You do from here?”

      “I suppose if I knew where he was, I might be able to do something.” Torian thought about different ways that he could use variant forms of blades. His training in martial theory had given him enough of an idea of how to use the blades and how to release the power within them, so that he thought that there had to be a way that he could unleash that power and perhaps even use it to throw blades. It wasn’t a traditional use of it, but in his sparring sessions during martial theory, Torian had seen so many others using similar techniques. “Do you think the wolves can talk to me and guide me?”

      “I think you talk to wolves,” he said to him.

      “I’m trying,” Torian said. “When I do, I feel as if… I’m not exactly sure what I feel. Only that it seems to me that when I talk to them, there is something different.”

      “You talk,” Visthor said again.

      Torian closed his eyes, and he focused on what he could feel from the dappled-furred wolf. That was the one that he felt as if he had the greatest connection to, and if he could find a way of using that connection, then he had to think that perhaps he would have some way of maintaining a warmth of some sort. So he tried.

      When he did, he noticed something. There was more of that shadowy form around him. He connected to it, staying locked onto that energy.

      Then he felt something else.

      At first, Torian wasn’t sure what it was, but it seemed to him that the wolves realized what he was looking for. Torian hadn’t even said anything.

      Maybe Visthor had conveyed something to the wolves. But now the wolves were helping him. They were triangulating the position of the elite soldier.

      Torian stood for a moment, and then he contemplated what she was going to use.

      A blade of light would be easy to see. He didn’t want that. A blade of metal would be hard to stop, but it was difficult for him to throw. Earth was out because that was their skill. Wind…

      Who would throw a blade of wind?

      Which was exactly why Torian had to try that.

      He focused, concentrating, and then drew out a blade of wind between his hands.

      Visthor watched him, frowning. “They know how to counter wind,” Visthor said softly.

      “Can they counter it like this?” With that, Torian pushed.

      He pressed as much energy as he could, and the blade went sweeping away from him, shooting forward as if he had loosed an arrow from above.

      The air seemed compressed, and there was a heavy whistling sound.

      Visthor snorted a laugh. “No. Not that.”

      Torian felt the explosion of wind as it struck. He followed it with another, and then another, and then shifted to dark, blasting with another. Each time that he did, he could feel the strike. And surprisingly, Torian found himself guided, using what he could detect of the wolves, having focused on the location of the soldier to help show him where he needed to attack. Each blast hit.

      Then there was an explosion of earth. The ground itself rippled.

      “It seems like he was able to counter those,” Torian said.

      “Of course,” Visthor said. “You not have so much luck. But you make him angry.”

      “And that is a good thing?”

      “Angry means foolish. Feel.”

      And so Torian did. He tried to focus on what he could feel again, using what Visthor had taught him and straining to try to make sense of whether there was anything that he could detect. There was a strange sort of energy all around him, and it took a moment to realize what it was. It came from the Rusav elite soldier attacking, causing the earth to continue to tremble. That power came raging toward them.

      But it was indiscriminate.

      The Rusav soldier did not seem to know where they were standing. He had a reasonable idea, partly because the direction of Torian’s attacks all came from a singular location, but he couldn’t focus his attack the same way that Torian had been. The only way that Torian had been able to focus his attack was because he had the wolves’ help.

      Visthor smiled. “Now we fight.”

      “I thought you said that they had a warning. You said this was going to be dangerous.”

      “Oh. It dangerous. But there two of us.” Visthor smiled, and he twisted the Blade of Wind, and the blade began to vibrate.

      “Should I use wind?”

      Visthor regarded him for a moment. “You use more than one with Blade of Wind?”

      Torian nodded. “I can add others to it.”

      “Good. Surprise.”

      With that, Visthor darted forward.

      A pair of Rusav soldiers got in his way, but with a quick flick of his wrist, they both fell. Then they were through the line of Rusav soldiers.

      Past the fighting, past the wolves, there was a small clearing. The woman who stood on the other side of the line of attackers was not at all who Torian expected. She was short, squat almost, and had a heavily wrinkled face. Her cheeks were slightly reddened. Graying hair was pulled up into a bun. She had a pair of blades held in either hand.

      When Visthor approached, he growled. “Hello, Mother.”

      Torian froze. “Mother?”

      Visthor lunged.

      He spun his Blade of Wind, sweeping it toward the woman.

      She countered, flicking her wrist, and with a sweep of earth, he was tossed back.

      But only a little bit. Visthor was strong.

      Torian thought that he was using dark, even though Visthor claimed that he didn’t have any real control over it. Not only that, but he used wind to try to counter everything else.

      Torian hesitated too long.

      He lunged toward the woman, following the flow of forms that Visthor had taught him.

      Visthor attacked her from one side while Torian tried coming at her from another. When he did, the woman simply split her focus, twisting one hand, and sweeping her blade in one direction, while also sweeping the other in another direction.

      She managed to hold Visthor off while also holding off Torian.

      “You have grown sloppy, child,” she said.

      Her words were thick with an accent, and Torian had a hard time understanding her. Had he not been around Visthor and Sylvia as often as he had, Torian wasn’t even sure that he would’ve been able to understand what she was saying. As it was, he managed to follow it, but he wasn’t sure if she was calling him a child or if she was calling Visthor a child.

      Visthor stopped suddenly, twisting, flicking his wrist.

      A whip crack of wind came radiated from him and cascaded toward her. Torian didn’t stand around too long to follow it, as he had seen that attacking technique before. He charged, using his own Blade of Wind, but then twisting, adding in a blade of light. It was an easy one to add an augment to the Blade of Wind, but the woman simply flicked her other hand, and a burst of earth shattered the blades.

      Torian looked down at the weapon.

      The blade of earth had simply gone through the Blade of Wind.

      And it disrupted his blade of light.

      He attempted to try to extend the Blade of Wind again, but he couldn’t. It was gone. Broken. He tossed it off to the side.

      The woman turned toward Visthor, dismissing Torian at that point. She had both blades extended, spinning them, moving rapidly; with the aggressive way that she was approaching, Torian knew that she viewed herself as the superior fighter. Given the speed of her movements, Torian would actually agree with that.

      Visthor had always been so skilled for Torian, but there was something about her that Torian could not fathom. She was dangerous.

      But he wasn’t about to let her take down Visthor. He had another weapon.

      He was valsahir, so he had as many weapons as he could summon power for. Visthor had said surprise. And so Torian was going to use surprise.

      He pulled the Blade of Earth that he had claimed of the first fighter out of his pocket, extended the blade, and added metal to it. And then heat.

      He was quick.

      The other woman was quicker.

      She spun, her blade of earth managing to crash into Torian’s blade, and rather than carving through the way that she had before, she clanged off his. Thankfully, he had reinforced his blade with metal; otherwise, he wasn’t sure that he would’ve been strong enough. The woman was obviously adding something to her own blade. Was she valsahir?

      She frowned, flicking her gaze over to Torian. “Interesting. Has the child found someone else to train?”

      She brought her pair of blades up toward Torian.

      Visthor slammed into her.

      There was nothing graceful about it. There was no form or structure about it. He simply used his massive physical bulk and crashed into her. The woman stumbled forward about three steps, and Torian used that uncertainty, and swept his blade toward her. Somehow, the woman still managed to parry, bringing one blade up, blocking Torian, and flicking her wrist at Visthor, causing him to stagger back. Torian managed to sweep his blade toward her and carved through her side. He drew a bit of blood.

      Only a bit, though.

      She glanced down.

      “Interesting.”

      “Well, if that’s interesting, you’re going to love this,” Torian said.

      Rather than focusing on the blade of earth, instead, he began to focus on the metal aspect of it. He extended the same way that he had when he faced the other soldier. As he did, he continued to push power outward. He felt the eruption of energy of metal, using the valsahir connection. It slid forward, the blade forming from the end of the hilt.

      And the woman simply waved her own blade at it, carving through the metal.

      She could cut through a singular blade?

      Visthor roared.

      All around him, Torian began to hear the howls of wolves.

      The woman froze. It was the most reaction from her. “You have friends. Interesting.”

      “Oh, I have friends.” Visthor roared at her and then lunged.

      His blade wasn’t going to be fast enough. Torian could see that. He wasn’t sure that there was anything that he could do. But Visthor was going to sacrifice himself to take out this woman?

      No.

      Torian held onto the blade of earth, and rather than heat forming through it, using any of his other blades through it, he instead used unstructured power. He released the valsahir power through the blade of earth, and he felt a beam of power explode from it.

      It slammed into the woman.

      She staggered, stumbling off to the side of where Visthor had lunged toward her. She disappeared behind a tree.

      Torian went racing toward her as wolves surrounded the clearing.

      “Where she go?” Visthor roared.

      Torian didn’t see any sign of her. “What happened? Did I destroy her?”

      “Not destroy Mother,” Visthor said, anger filling his words. “Not possible like that.”

      “What do you mean? Is that actually your mother?”

      Visthor breathed out heavily, and it seemed as if he was taking considerable energy to restrain himself. He shuddered, and then he twisted the end of his Blade of Wind, slamming it back into his pocket. The wolves all prowled, sniffing at the trees, bushes, and everything. Torian could tell they were doing this to hunt for evidence of the Mother.

      “Not there. She called herself Mother. She trained.”

      Torian’s eyes widened. “She’s the one who taught you? I thought you are Rusav soldier?” He looked around. “But if she taught you, then you were…”

      Visthor didn’t answer.

      “What happened here?” Sylvia’s voice suddenly crashed through the silence.

      There were a pair of other university instructors with her, including Professor Erickson. He looked over to Torian, glancing down to the Blade of Earth that Torian had extended, and then looking up at him. Torian realized that he had to release it to keep from having the blade extended, as he didn’t want to summon the attention of Rusav.

      Then he started to laugh, almost to himself.

      Summon the attention of Rusav? Hadn’t they already done that?

      “Mother here,” Visthor said, and he looked over to Sylvia. The darkness that was in his eyes lingered, and it seemed to Torian that Sylvia flinched. “We survive.”

      “If she’s here, then it means…”

      “Yes. Tamish.”

      “Why does it mean that Tamish is with her?” Torian asked.

      “We had evidence that she was moving,” Sylvia finally said. “She is the leader of the spezat. When we came across you, we had been tracking her along with Tamish. She disappeared. We found Tamish. We did not find her.” She glanced over to Visthor. “And as you can imagine, Visthor wanted to try to find her, but it is dangerous to do so.”

      “Can she be stopped?”

      “She no like wolves,” Visthor said.

      “So she can be stopped,” Torian said.

      “We don’t know what you’re her capabilities are,” Sylvia said.

      “She’s at least sahir,” Torian said. “She was adding something to the Blade of Earth. She might even be valsahir.”

      “Maybe,” Sylvia said.

      Torian looked around. He could feel the wolves around him and recognized that they were searching. Strangely, he was still connected enough to them that he was able to feel what they were doing as they were searching. He could feel the way that they were hunting, even though he could not tell what they had found, if anything. It seemed to him that there had to be something more to it, something within what they were searching for, that he could identify if only he could feel it. What he needed was more time. Having an opportunity to work with the wolves would help him track, but it might even give him a better chance of handling himself and this woman if he came across her again.

      “What does it mean that Tamish and Mother are here, then?” Torian asked. “What does it mean that Rusav has brought such an attack again?”

      Sylvia looked over to Visthor, and she said nothing for a long moment. Then again, Torian wasn’t sure that she needed to say much of anything. He thought that he knew. He thought that he understood.

      What it meant was danger. What it meant was that they were coming for the Viper. When he said as much to Sylvia, she held his gaze for a long moment.

      “Probably. Which means you need to learn what they intend.”
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      Torian found it difficult to focus after the Rusav attack.

      He had been required to report to the headmaster what had happened and had to get more information about what preparations the city was taking for the possible attack, but the headmaster had been quiet and a bit evasive. He had pushed, but she had told him that he needed to keep working with the Viper.

      “He is their target, Mr. Ranth. You need to ensure that they do not get to him.”

      He had nodded, and he had debated how he was going to approach that but didn’t have a good answer. It felt strange that he was the one that was expected to get information from the Viper, but perhaps it shouldn’t, and perhaps he shouldn’t be upset by that as he did want to be responsible.

      “You need to get back into classes,” Sarah said when she caught up to him.

      Torian breathed out heavily as they stood outside of the library. He had been debating not going to the main library and considering just going into the smaller library that he and Sarah preferred, but at the same time, he wasn’t even sure if doing that was going to give him the sense of ease that he wanted.

      “I know I do, and I know that I also need to go to talk with him.”

      Sarah held his gaze. “That can wait.”

      “It really can’t. The headmaster wants me to talk to him and try to figure out what Rusav might be after.”

      “They are after him.”

      “But why such a strong attack for one person?”

      That was the part that troubled Torian and something that he had not gotten a good answer from anyone. Torian believed that there might be something the Viper might know, something that they might be able to uncover from him, that would help him know whether there was going to be any way for him to handle the dangers around the city.

      “You aren’t going alone.”

      “Which is why I’m with you.”

      They set off, and by the time they reached the small prison area, Torian was surprised to see that there were a pair of guards outside of the building, and if he wasn’t mistaken, there were others stationed along the street, as well.

      When he pointed to them, Sarah frowned for a moment and paused.

      “That’s new. We haven’t had soldiers present in the city. It’s always been university guards.”

      Torian approached, curious whether they would let him down. At first, the pair of sahir turned to them but then frowned. One of them was an older man with gray hair and a muscular build. He had a traditional sword at his side, and yet, there was something about him that struck Torian as powerful.

      “You him?”

      The man sounded gruff as he asked it, glancing from Torian to Sarah.

      “I’m Torian Ranth,” he said. “And this is Sarah Farin. The headmaster has given me permission to come in here before. Has that changed?”

      The man shared a look with the other before turning back to Torian and nodding. “You still have permission. For now.”

      Torian nodded, and then he stepped forward, heading into the building. There were more soldiers here. At this point, Torian was increasingly convinced that was what they were, and not just sahir. These were Nevarn soldiers.

      They headed down to the prison area, nodded to the pair of soldiers—both men that Torian had seen in the past—and were permitted entrance. Once inside and the door closed behind them, Torian finally breathed out a sigh. For whatever reason, having so many sahir soldiers around them left him feeling a little uneasy, and now that he was here, in front of the Viper, he knew that he should be more unsettled than he was. Strangely, it was almost a relief to be back in something like this, something that felt almost familiar to him.

      He approached the stone and metal bars of the prison, and as he did, he began to feel the energy all around him, and he wondered whether or not there was anything here that he might detect of what the Viper was doing. Torian had grown increasingly comfortable with the kind of valsahir power that he possessed and started to feel that energy flowing within him. He started to wonder if there might be something more that he could pick up on and wondered if maybe he would be able to push on that if it came down to it, but he didn’t feel as if there was any real need to do so. As he focused, he could feel something all around him, though.

      It took him a moment to realize that it was the protection of this place. Some part had changed.

      “You’re late,” the Viper said, gradually looking up and leveling his gaze on Torian, then shifting it to Sarah. “And the others who have come are unpleasant.”

      “There was an attack,” Torian said.

      Sarah shot him a look, and Torian ignored it. They had spoken a little bit about what they were going to say to the Viper. Torian had been curious whether or not the Viper would’ve known about the attack and felt as if they needed to be more outspoken about the possibility of the danger that was there. Still, he didn’t know how much he was supposed to share and how much he was supposed to keep to himself. At this point, maybe he wasn’t supposed to keep anything.

      “Obviously,” the Viper said, getting to his knees but still not attempting anything else and not trying to move toward them. “Otherwise, your precious headmaster would not have come in here and placed more of her delightful torments around me.”

      “The runes?”

      He snorted. “If that’s what you want to call them.”

      “What would you call them?” Sarah asked.

      He turned to her, and for the first time, there was a bit of malice in his gaze when he looked at her. He had never really stared at Sarah in that way before, but now Torian wasn’t exactly sure what it was that he was looking at her with, but it certainly seemed to be an expression of anger, almost as if he were upset with her for something, as if he blamed her for some this.

      “I told you what I would call it. Torment.” He swept his gaze around the inside of the cells. “And she doesn’t even bother coming in here to face me herself. If only she would.”

      “Why?” Torian asked. “What would you do to her?”

      The Viper snorted. “What would I do to her? I think that we have both seen that I am not able to do anything to her. Her protections, such as she would like to call them, are far too considerable. Unfortunately, they prevent me from doing anything.”

      “Do they, or is that what you want us to believe?” Sarah asked.

      With that, the Viper smiled tightly. “Perhaps it is that,” he said. “Or perhaps it is not. Who is going to say?”

      “You could say,” Sarah said.

      “I could,” he agreed, “but I will not. Now. Are you going to tell me about this attack, or are you going to keep that away from me as well?”

      Sarah glanced over to Torian and then nodded.

      It was good that he had her permission, as Torian wasn’t exactly sure how much he was supposed to share, and he wanted to make sure that he didn’t reveal too much, but same time, he didn’t know that there was too much that he could share.

      “Your people have returned.” At the mention of your people, the Viper’s brow raised just a slight amount. It fit with Torian’s increasing question about whether he had somehow been betrayed by Rusav. Or maybe he was upset because they had left him here. Or perhaps he was angry because they had not managed to rescue him and it had taken Astrid coming to even give him an opportunity to break out. “They’re amassing outside of the city.”

      He snorted. “Are they? Well, consider them fools, obviously. They don’t know just how powerful your little city is.”

      “I think they know,” Torian said. “And I think they’re coming for you.”

      Torian waited for a moment as he was trying to decide how much he was going to share with him. What would the Viper’s response to Tamish’s presence be? What about the Mother?

      “I was there when the attack first came,” Torian said.

      “Obviously,” the Viper said. “As you do have some potential, though I can’t say about your talent.”

      Torian reached his hand into his pocket, and he withdrew the blade of earth that he had taken from one of the elite soldiers. He held it, though he did not extend it. It didn’t take long before the Viper’s gaze drifted to it. His face hardened, and there was nothing more about it that Torian could identify, but he had the distinct sense that the Viper recognized just what it was the Torian had.

      “I was attacked by one of the elites.”

      The Viper started to laugh. “If you had been attacked, then you would have been killed. I don’t discount the possibility that you are a talented, if inexperienced, valsahir.” There was a hint of amusement in his voice, almost as if he truly was discounting that, “But/ I doubt that you would be able to handle yourself against one of them. Even if you have stirred various blades, you would not have been able to withstand—”

      Torian immediately extended the blade of earth. With the protections around this place, he had little doubt that there would be no way for there to be any sort of summons. And then he mixed it with metal, then light, then dark, and wind. He flashed between the blades before withdrawing the blade once again and sliding it into his pocket.

      “You were saying?”

      “Where did you learn to do that?”

      “From one who betrayed the Mother.”

      “I see. You recognize her name, as well.”

      “I faced her.”

      With that, the Viper threw his head back, and he laughed an almost maniacal sound. “You would not have been able to face her and survive, boy.”

      Boy was better than cub, Torian thought, though, at the same time, neither was really appealing to him.

      “I wasn’t alone,” Torian said. “And I faced her with another who had trained under her.”

      “That’s who taught you?”

      Torian nodded.

      “I see.”

      “So they are here for you. To rescue you.”

      “Something along those lines,” the Viper said, and then he sunk to the ground, the chains falling still.

      Torian looked over to Sarah, and with a bit of wind, he sealed off their conversation. He was hopeful that by doing so that the Viper couldn’t somehow overpower it. As he used wind, he tried to ensure that the Viper wasn’t drawing upon any valsahir power and attempted to keep them constrained inside of the wind. He hoped that if nothing else, they could keep the Viper from overhearing them in any way.

      “Something’s not quite right here,” Torian said. “He should be pleased Rusav is coming.”

      “Maybe he’s just frustrated? You did admit that you overpowered one of their elite soldiers. And that you took on one of their great soldiers, or generals, even, and came out alive. Maybe he’s upset that you survived.”

      “That doesn’t feel quite right. Something isn’t making sense here.”

      “Well, we are talking about the Viper. And everything that we have been told tells us that we need to make sure that he doesn’t manipulate us. And given what we have been doing so far, I can’t help but feel as if he is still trying to manipulate us in some way.”

      “I agree,” Torian said. “But I’m not exactly sure how he is doing it, nor am I sure about what he is trying to do here.”

      All Torian knew was that something about the Viper didn’t feel right. It had started with his capture. Torian hadn’t been there for the capture, and yet, he had been there for the Viper’s attempt at escape.

      The escape had not involved Rusav.

      That was something that stayed with him, leaving Torian with questions but not any good answers. If Rusav wanted to break him free, wouldn’t they have come at him before now?

      But there had not been any evidence of it.

      And if Tamish was out there and involved, then it seemed as if there should have been an opportunity to try to come after him sooner than this, and perhaps even to try to rescue him before now. Why wait?

      That was the question Torian didn’t have an answer to, and it was one that he thought he needed.

      Why wait?

      He stepped toward the bars, and though he didn’t touch them, he was very close to doing so. This close to the bars of the cell, there was something about the energy that was there that Torian could feel. He could almost identify the different patterns that had been used to contain him, runes that were tied to some of the different variant forms, and a combination of powers and patterns that all linked together in a way that was meant to disrupt the valsahir energy.

      And there was something about it that bothered him, and it was something that he hadn’t considered before, but maybe it should have been considered in the past.

      Why did they have a way of disrupting valsahir power? When he had first come to the university, there had been the trees that had disrupted—but not completely eliminated—his ability. And the headmaster had a way of doing something similar, as well. If it was only tied to finding a way to contain Rusav, then so be it, but it did bother Torian. Maybe it shouldn’t, but the idea that there was a technique that could strip away his connection to the Saith in the way that he had it and limit him from reaching that power in the way that he knew that he was supposed to.

      “You aren’t pleased.”

      “Should I be?”

      “I assume that you would be thrilled to know that Rusav has been making an attempt to get to you.”

      “Oh, I am so pleased,” he said. “And yet, I’m still here, aren’t I?”

      “Do you even want them to come for you?”

      The Viper looked up, and there was a flicker of darkness in his eyes, something that Torian could see, but he wasn’t exactly sure what it was or what it meant. Only it seemed to Torian that whatever it was that flickered across his eyes was more than just a moment of darkness. Was it a moment of uncertainty?

      Maybe that was what it was. Maybe the Viper was trying to decide how much he wanted to share with Torian.

      But then, he had never really wanted to share anything with Torian. He had wanted to keep everything from them, masking what he had been through and masking his intentions. But there seemed to Torian that there was something here.

      “And Tamish?”

      At the mention of Tamish, there was finally a true reaction out of the Viper. “Do not mention him.”

      “Do you fear him?”

      “You should fear him.”

      “I defeated him once,” Torian said.

      The Viper shook his head. “Perhaps you did, but I imagine it was as much a surprise for you as it was for him. Trust me when I tell you that he will not suffer such consequences a second time.”

      “How well do you know him?”

      Torian watched for a moment and tried to get a sense of his reaction. It seemed as if he were debating whether he was going to say anything more, and then, when he finally looked up at Torian, he studied him.

      “Did you see him?”

      “No,” Torian said. “I didn’t see him, and I don’t know that he was there. It’s just that I suspect that he was.”

      There was a moment of relief that swept through the Viper. Torian wasn’t sure if he saw it or not, but he believed that it was there.

      “If you’re afraid of him, then work with me. Let me learn so that I can make sure that he doesn’t break into the city and he doesn’t hurt anyone. Including you.”

      “You can’t learn in time,” he said.

      “Probably not,” Torian said. “At least, not in time to handle by myself, but there are plenty of other people here. So if Tamish comes, and he brings the Mother, I can help.”

      Assuming that the Viper wanted him to help and assuming that the Viper was concerned enough. At this point, Torian was just speculating, but he thought that he was right.

      “Sit,” he finally said. “We will talk.”
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      When the Viper asked him to sit, he had not exactly had much hope in what the Viper intended to teach him, if anything. Given the Viper had made it clear that he wasn’t going to teach and that he didn’t feel like he was much of an instructor, Torian had not thought that he would have been all that helpful. He surprised Torian, though.

      “What do you feel when you draw on your connection to the Saith?”

      Sarah took a seat next to Torian, settling, and then crossed her legs. Torian appreciated that she was there. Knowing Sarah, she was probably going to try to work with the Viper as well to see if there was anything that she might learn from him, the same way that Torian was hoping that he might learn, as well.

      “I told you. I feel power. It’s not exactly obvious when it is there, as when I first came to understand it, I had a restriction inside of me.”

      The Viper shifted and slid a little bit closer but not so closely to put any tension on the chains. Torian was left wondering if it was painful to him in any way.

      “You said that before. Describe more.”

      “It’s a weight. Like a boulder. It presses down upon me and presses down upon the power inside of me. But with enough practice, I learned how to move that weight out of me and shifted, so that I can use a different aspect of it. I have to slide it off to the side, and when I first learned to do it, I was only able to slide it a little bit. The longer that I practice with it, the more that I am able to pull on even more power.” Torian wasn’t about to share anything more with him and certainly nothing about the way that he was summoning the power, nor about how he was using what he was able to do.

      “A boulder. If you had a restriction like that, it must’ve been artificially placed.”

      “Why do you say that?” Sarah asked.

      He turned to her, and for a moment, Torian didn’t think that he was going to answer. He looked annoyed that she would even bother asking that.

      “Because he is valsahir. I would not question it because I felt the strength of his connection when he first came to the city. It was uncontrolled, raw, but definitely strong.”

      “I call it unstructured power,” Torian said.

      “Yes. Unstructured. That would be one way to describe it. And for those who are still learning to connect to their potential, that unstructured power is dangerous.”

      “Why is it dangerous?” Sarah asked.

      Torian could answer that one. “Because if I draw upon too much, then it might burn through me, and there is the possibility that it might destroy me.” He looked at the Viper as he said it. It was the same thing that Aldrich had told him about that power when he had first started to reach for it, the way that he had warned him about pushing up on that weight, trying to release too much of it, and the consequences of what would happen if he were to do so.

      “A bit dramatic,” the Viper said, “but nonetheless, it is generally true.”

      “Generally?”

      The Viper tipped his head in a slight nod. “Generally. I cannot say if it is absolutely true, as I have not seen it. When I worked with others, we identified those with potential early enough that we were able to remove any dangers to them.”

      “And so you remove the danger, and then what?” Sarah asked.

      “You’re asking the wrong question,” the Viper said.

      “What is the right question, then?”

      “Why I had a restriction in the first place,” Torian said. He looked over to the Viper. “And I don’t have the answer.”

      “No. I doubt you do. I doubt you could.”

      “What are you implying?”

      He snorted. “It doesn’t matter. But you have managed to find a way of navigating past that power. So, now that you have, what does it feel like?”

      Torian frowned, and as he did, he focused on what it was that he could feel and then gradually began to shift the power. He felt that weight inside of him. Most of the time, at least now, he no longer even thought about what it was that he was doing, as it came to him so naturally and easily that he no longer even had to consider the way he was doing it, nor about what would happen as he shifted that inside himself. It simply happened.

      “I feel it sliding. And I can control how much it slides. It allows me to reach for variable levels of power.”

      “Interesting. Unusual but interesting.”

      “You sound like the Mother,” Torian said.

      He snorted. “I suppose I would. Anyway,” the Viper went on, and he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his legs, as he watched Torian, almost as if he was a puzzle that he was trying to work through. “Having a variable degree of access to the valsahir power is useful. And it takes considerable skill.” He frowned. “Perhaps I was mistaken. You may be inexperienced and untrained but having that level of control is a skill in itself. What I would like you to do is to focus on honing what you can draw down into its simplest and weakest form. Can you do that?”

      “Yes,” Torian said.

      “Then do it,” he snapped.

      Torian resisted the urge to say something to him about who was in control here and who was captive, but at this point, given that the Viper was willing to at least engage in a conversation, Torian didn’t think that it was wise for him to do so. Instead, he shifted the weight back. He had opened himself to that power, and in doing so, he knew that there was a very real possibility that he was going to open himself up to too much of that power and did not want to do that, as he did not want to release too much of that power. And so, as he slid the weight back into place, he felt a little more than a thread of energy. It was faint, a tiny tendril, a little more than what he had used when he had been working with the primary patterns.

      “I have done it,” Torian said.

      “Good. Now what I would like you to do is begin to work with that thread. You should feel different distinct access points within it.”

      “Access points?” Sarah asked. “That isn’t how we work with the sahir connections.”

      “Because this is not sahir power.”

      “But he uses it to control his sahir power.”

      The Viper nodded. “Similar, and the effect is much the same, especially for one who is untrained,” he went on, looking at Torian with an appraising eye, “but over time, eventually, that will prove useless to you.”

      “Wait,” Sarah said, and it seemed as if something were donning on her. “His time here in the university is useless? Even if he learns how to control different patterns and runes and—”

      “Even if,” he said.

      Torian focused, and he tried not to think about that.

      He had focused and spent so much of his time wanting to understand the different tiers of power and hoping that he could learn how to become a skilled sahir, thinking that was going to be the baseline for what he needed in order for him to become a skilled valsahir.

      Focus on what he was asking.

      Besides, nothing that the Viper was asking of him was altogether difficult, and so far, Torian didn’t think that there was anything to what he was asking of him that was altogether dangerous, either. So he started to slide across that sensation of power. It was a faint tendril, something that was incredibly familiar to Torian, as it was the faintest of faint powers that he had known when he was first working with his connection. Had he not had that opportunity, Torian wasn’t even sure that he would have been able to use this. But now he recognized what it was that he was doing.

      He focused on the tendril.

      Was there anything else to it?

      It didn’t seem so, but the more that he separated, the more that he began to tease apart, the more that he started to question whether or not there might be something else within it that he could feel. As he attempted to do so, he found that it was too difficult. When he looked up, the Viper was frowning at him.

      “You cannot feel it, can you?”

      “No,” Torian said.

      “It is a skill.”

      “Wouldn’t it be easier for me to attempt to do so with it more open?”

      “If you do so, what you find is that you are flooded with power. You do not need to be flooded with power to feel the distinct aspects of the Saith that flow through you. You need to feel the faintest aspects, and then you can latch onto the core connections inside of you.”

      “I don’t even understand,” Torian said.

      “Obviously,” the Viper said.

      “Well, you are supposed to be teaching him,” Sarah said. “So you don’t need to diminish what he’s doing or the way that is doing it, just because it’s different than what you know.”

      “And you cannot even touch the true Saith,” the Viper said.

      “Neither can you.”

      Torian looked over to Sarah, then to the Viper, worrying that she might have said too much, and was surprised when the Viper started to laugh.

      “You amuse me, child.”

      “Oh, I’m so pleased,” Sarah muttered, shaking her head. “You don’t amuse me. You irritate me.”

      “That is good.”

      “Enough,” Torian said. “I’m going to try to shift the restriction a little bit more so that I can feel for some aspect of that power and see if I might find even more to it.”

      “And I tell you that it is unlikely to be of any use,” the Viper said.

      Torian ignored him, and he shifted the weight, that heavy boulder, barely more to the side. When he did, he found the access to the valsahir connection, that power that was buried inside of him, opening. He did not do anything with it. He just felt the depth of that connection, and then he gradually began to try to feel along.

      When he had shifted so that there was little more than a narrow stream of energy, Torian had not been able to feel anything more within it. It had been difficult for him to identify anything there, but having expanded that, now he recognized the beam of power that was within him. It was a steady flow, and there was some part of it, some part of him, that began to feel a little bit more within it. At first, he wasn’t exactly sure what it was that he was feeling, but the more that he focused on it, the more the Torian could identify that it did seem as if there were strange flutterings within that power.

      Had he not spent the time that he had with the shadow wolves, Torian wasn’t exactly sure that he would’ve been able to identify that sense, but having been out in the forest, having been out with the shadow wolves, Torian now recognized that there was some part of what it was that he was drawing on, some part of what he now could feel, that was familiar to him.

      He looked up. “I can feel something there.”

      “What does it feel like?”

      “I don’t know. Stirrings of differences,” Torian said, and he shrugged. “It’s not a single, uniform power the way that I thought. I didn’t feel it when it was narrower.”

      The Viper sat in silence for a moment. “Tell me about how tightly bound that power was?”

      Torian shrugged. “It was a little more than a trickle. Not enough to even power some of the primary patterns.”

      The Viper snorted. “That would be my mistake. When you said that you had a measure of control over how much power you release, I had not anticipated that you had that much control over it. And yet, given what you have described, perhaps I should have.”

      “So what?” Torian asked.

      “So I would like for you to widen that until you can feel the distinct aspects.”

      “How many distinct aspects should there be?” Sarah asked him.

      “How many aspects of the Saith do you feel?”

      “Well, I don’t feel any distinct aspect,” she said. “All I can do are different patterns that connect to… Oh. That’s what you’re getting at. And that’s why he doesn’t need the patterns, at least when he becomes a true valsahir.”

      “Exactly.”

      Torian shifted the weight inside of him again, and when he did, he began to detect something changing. There was a little bit of energy that was there. It was enough that he could feel the power and the way that it was flowing. He began to focus on it again, thinking about what it was like when he had been around the shadow wolves and the way that he had held onto that connection. Within that, there seemed to be something Torian could draw upon. And yet, even as he focused, what he detected wasn’t obvious to him. There were distinct aspects to it. Whereas when he had focused on it before, Torian had always felt like there was a singular power; now when he was focusing, he began to feel like there was something more mixed in with it. And the more that he focused on it, the easier it became for him to identify that there were other additional aspects in that power, and combined in a way that seemed as if they were unified so that they created something even more potent than what Torian had detected before.

      He sucked in a sharp breath. “I can feel each individual aspect,” he said. “But they’re fuzzy.”

      “And they will be, at first,” the Viper said. “The key is in continuing to detect the fuzziness, as it were, until you can clamp down on it and begin to identify individual strands that exist there. And trust me when I tell you that there are individual strands that you will be able to identify.” The Viper sat back and then started shifting toward the center of the room once again. “I think that I shared with you enough for today. Once you can master the connection to those strands, then you can return. Not before.”

      “How long will it take?” Torian asked.

      “It takes as long as it takes,” he snapped. “Do you think this should be easy?”

      “No,” he said. “But I also feel like we must have some timeline that we are working with, don’t we?” When the Viper wouldn’t answer, Torian shrugged, getting to his feet and looking through the bars of the cells at him. “Because Tamish is here or coming. And the Mother is definitely here. Regrouping. Gathering others, possibly. And they are coming for you. Whether it’s to rescue you or something else,” Torian went on, letting the words linger for a moment, trying to decide just what it was the Viper might do or say, and attempting to gauge his reaction, but there was no real reaction from him. “Regardless, I want to be ready.”

      “You have some potential,” the Viper said. “But you may not have time.” He took a deep breath, and he lowered his head. When he did, Torian could have sworn that he heard him say, “And neither do I.”
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      Torian went through the next few days slowly. He was struggling, trying to make sense of just what it was that the Viper had shared with him, and wishing that he had a better understanding of what it was that the Viper was afraid of, but knowing that there were not those answers. Instead, he made a point of focusing on his classes and his studies to maximize everything he could get out of them.

      Not the least of which was martial theory. When he had gone to martial theory and worked his way through the different variant forms of the blades that Professor Erickson wanted to teach, Torian found himself having an easier time with different variant forms to the point where he was able to generate quite a few of them. If the intention was for him to be a master of multiple variant forms of the different blade aspects, then Torian was hopeful that he would be able to pass this, progress, and be invited into the next advanced class.

      But for what reason?

      That thought plagued him. Ever since visiting with the Viper and having the Viper actually start to work with him, there were different questions that bothered Torian. And some of it came from the fact that the vibrance had stayed with Torian, leaving him with a different series of questions. What if his connection to the valsahir power and what Torian could do made it so that he was uniquely bonded to power and no longer needed to form the patterns the way that others did?

      Would all of this have been a waste?

      He hoped not, but at the same time, that did trouble him.

      “Mr. Ranth,” Professor Erickson said, coming up to him at the end of class. “I’m glad that you stayed after. I wanted to talk to you about what happened back in the forest.”

      Torian looked around and was thankful that it didn’t seem as if there was anybody else lingering. Some of the other students often did stay behind, and given that Torian had a little difficulty with some of them in the past, he did not want to have to raise the kind of questions that he knew would be asked by having these conversations with the professor.

      “You had mentioned that there was a danger in using that particular blade,” he said, glancing down to Torian’s pocket as if he still had the blade of earth there. Torian did, in fact, still have the blade of earth, along with the one that he had taken off Professor Erickson.

      “That was what was told to me,” Torian said.” But at that point, we had already drawn the attention of the spezat. I’m sure that would’ve made much of a difference. And besides, when I had tried to fight her with the blade of wind, she shattered it.”

      “She shattered it?”

      “I think she was mingling another power with the blade of wind. It’s not all that dissimilar to what I do when I have used the blade of wind. It’s just that she is far more skilled and experienced than I am.” He shrugged. “Unfortunately.”

      “I see. So, you battled with this woman, and she overpowered you?”

      “She started to,” Torian said, and he debated how much he was going to tell the professor because he didn’t know how much he knew about everything. Then again, the headmaster had used Professor Erickson to fight against Rusav, so obviously, Professor Erickson was involved. “I tried two different approaches. I have a way of using an unstructured sort of power, and I did that through the blade of earth, and it caught her off guard. I don’t know that it stopped her so much as it surprised her. She escaped.”

      “Unfortunate.”

      “From what I’ve learned, she is incredibly powerful, and the people that I traveled with who are familiar with Rusav and familiar with this particular type of soldier claim she is incredibly dangerous.”

      “Then there is much that we could have learned from her,” Professor Erickson said.

      “Assuming she would teach us, and given that she is obviously loyal to Rusav, I doubt that is going to be the case.”

      “I suppose not,” Professor Erickson said, and he sounded more annoyed than anything else. “Regardless, I would like to discuss with you the technique you used.”

      “I was just using a various type of connection to the Saith and hoping that it would help me understand more,” Torian said.

      “Obviously,” he said. “But what you were doing and the way that you were doing involved something more and something different.”

      “I was mingling different kinds of connections,” Torian said. “It’s not all that dissimilar to what she was doing, at least, from what I can tell.”

      “I see. Do you care to tell me what it was that you were doing?”

      “Well, from what I was doing, it was a matter of trying to mix something with the Rusav blade.” He looked over to Professor Erickson. “If you have the Blade of Wind, I’m happy to share with you what I did and how I was able to do it. I don’t know if it’s going to be useful for you.”

      He thought the way that he was using the technique had been somewhat unique, but maybe it hadn’t been. Maybe what he did, the way that he used it, was fairly standard.

      “I would appreciate that. Now, I have this weapon,” he said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out one Blade of Wind, though Torian wasn’t sure if it was even the same one that Torian had lent him, “along with this one.” He tossed the other to Torian. It was the one that Torian had used.

      Torian looked down at it. There was something reassuring about having it back, though, from his experience, it wasn’t even that the blade of wind was all that effective against somebody like the Mother.

      Torian twisted the end, extending the blade. As soon as he did, he held it up, stepping into one of the forms that Visthor had taught him. Now that he knew that these forms were tied to what he had learned as one of the spezat, it raised a different set of questions for Torian. And he was curious how much Professor Erickson would be able to do if Torian taught him.

      As soon as he extended the blade, he waited. Professor Erickson twisted the end of his blade and then brought it up. “What is the next step?”

      “Well, when I did it before, I mingled some of the lower-tier patterns with the blade of wind. I didn’t really know what I was doing at the time and really just thought that I was just augmenting what was already there. Now that I know more about the blade techniques, I think that is probably the better use of mixing the patterns. I know that light works quite well. Some of the others might work as well, but I don’t have much experience with them, even though I think that they would mix together fairly well.”

      Professor Erickson shifted his hands along the hilt of the blade, and as he did, Torian noticed that the professor was drawing on the light blade. He began to mix that with the blade of wind.

      “Good,” Torian said. “Now, there are particular patterns that you have to use with the blades. It’s a little different than fighting the way that you have been teaching us.”

      “I think that I can manage martial theory, Mr. Ranth.”

      “I don’t mean it in a way to be insulting. It’s just that the technique is different. I know you’re capable, professor,” he added hurriedly.

      But there was a part of Torian that wasn’t even sure that the professor would be able to use the same technique as Torian. He had no idea if the professor could do what he did, as he would need time to practice and to learn some of the different techniques. And if he didn’t take that time, then there was a very real possibility that he wouldn’t have enough knowledge or experience to use the same tactics and patterns and techniques that Torian had learned from Visthor. But rather than making an issue of it, he simply stood back, waiting for the professor.

      “This was the very first pattern he showed me,” Torian said. He shifted his feet, and he whipped the blade of wind around. He had released his secondary blade, as there was no point in having it. When he did, there was a faint whistling in the air as he performed the pattern.

      “Seems simple enough.” The professor tried to mimic what Torian did, but there wasn’t the same whistling. “What did I do differently?”

      “As I said,” Torian said. “The pattern is a little different than what you teach. And if you use this form of blade, you need to use the patterns because the technique augments what the blade can do.” It had taken Torian a while to realize that. And given that everything seemed to be involved in a pattern, including the tiers of patterns, the runes, and even the forms that he learned from Visthor, it should be relatively straightforward for somebody like Professor Erickson. That is, assuming that Professor Erickson was willing and able to listen to what Torian was trying to tell him and trying to teach to him. He had no idea if the professor would be so open to it, as he knew that professors could be a bit stubborn. “You need to follow the form exactly. When you hear it whistle, you know it is effective.”

      Torian mimicked the pattern again, and once again, the blade whistled. He could repeat this one over and over with consistency. That had been the entire point of the practice that Visthor had put them through, wanting him to have an opportunity to keep working to the point where everything became second nature to him.

      When Professor Erickson attempted again, there was a faint hum but not a whistle.

      “Again,” Torian said. The professor looked up at him, but then he turned his attention back to the blade of wind, and he tried again. When there was nothing more than a faint hum, Torian nodded. “Again.”

      The professor began to repeat it. Over and over. Each time that he did, there was a bit more of a hum and a bit more of the whistle.

      “You’re getting closer,” Torian said.

      “It seems futile,” the professor said.

      “Not exactly futile,” Torian said. “But what you were doing is different than what you have trained to do. It helps to realize that everything that you will do with this is similar to a pattern. I can show you many of them, but I would suggest that you recognize that the pattern is going to be a bit dissimilar to what you have done in the past. Eventually, you will likely grasp the key to it.”

      “Eventually?” Professor Erickson arched a brow at Torian, and he seemed as if he were more amused than annoyed, which Torian considered to be a good thing.

      “Well, I worked with this for quite a while before I managed to grasp some of the basics. I’m still not an expert.”

      “Enough of an expert to overpower one of the spezat.”

      “That I think was luck. And surprised. And the fact that I am… well, what I am.”

      The professor nodded slowly. “I will keep working. What other techniques do you think I should mix with it? Assuming that this is not the only one that you know?”

      That irritated Torian a little bit, and so he stepped back, and he danced through a series of forms that Visthor had taught him. When he was done, he stopped, flicking the end of the blade of wind. “That is considered the first series of forms,” Torian said. “Think of it like tiers of patterns. This would be your first tier. You need to master this before you can build on it. I will not teach you anything more.”

      “But you will teach me?”

      Torian shrugged. “I suppose. Why is this so important?”

      “We have never understood the way that Rusav has been able to fight, and if you can give us any real insight, then it would be useful to us.”

      “Well, I can see how it would be useful. It’s just that I am curious why it would be so useful, given that you are obviously able to use the different other aspects of Saith power. You can make other blades. You don’t need to rely upon anything else.”

      “If I can combine the blades this way,” he started and then didn’t even need to finish. Torian understood. If he could combine the blades, then that would add to an advantage, and there would be something more that he would be able to do and something more that they would be able to use against Rusav. Torian understood it because it was the same thing he had felt.

      And against most of the Rusav soldiers, it would be incredibly effective. Most of the Rusav soldiers used the blade of wind and could be overpowered by any traditional blade. But if they encountered more of the elite soldiers, then there was a very real possibility that they would need to have additional skill, additional power, and additional training to be able to withstand them and overpower them.

      Torian just nodded. “Why don’t we walk through this again? I will take my time getting you through the first series of forms. I don’t expect you to master them today. I do, however, expect for you to focus and to try to make sense of what I’m teaching so that you can be ready to advance upon it.”

      “You will make quite a good instructor one day, Mr. Ranth,” he said to Torian.

      Torian didn’t feel like he was becoming an instructor someday. It felt like he was an instructor now. So they got to work.

      When they were done, Torian was a little frustrated with Professor Erickson’s slow progression. Maybe it was because he was so stubborn and had enough experience that he felt like he didn’t need to listen to somebody like Torian, or maybe it was just that he wasn’t capable of using the blade of wind the same way that Torian was. Torian had trained with Visthor, and he remembered that Visthor had been a little surprised that Torian had his ability and that he was capable of handling such things. And then Jakob. He had managed to learn from Torian, as well. And if Jakob could learn it, then it meant that the professor should be able to learn it.

      At least, Torian could help them move past some of the thoughts that he already had and the belief that he already knew how to handle everything that he had thrown at him. It meant that Torian was going to have to try to work past some of the professor’s stubbornness, which Torian wasn’t sure that he was going to be able to do. He needed to try to find a way to do it, some way that he could convince the professor that he wasn’t as knowledgeable as he believed that he was.

      By the time that Torian reached the main part of the university, most of the frustration had lifted. Inside of the halls, he was heading toward the main hall library looking for Sarah when Professor Order caught him.

      She frowned at him. “You’ve been avoiding me.”

      Torian shook his head, rubbing the knuckle into his eyes. “No. I haven’t been avoiding you. It’s just that—”

      “I know what you have been doing, Mr. Ranth.”

      Did she? Could she know that he had been working with Professor Erickson, and did she know that he had been tasked with trying to work with Professor Noble as well, or was it more a matter of her knowing what had happened with Rusav?

      Given everything that had happened to them so far, Torian suspected that it was the latter. He believed that the Rusav attack was the more likely one to have gained the attention of some of the other professors.

      “What have I been doing?”

      She regarded him for a long moment and then motioned for him to follow. “You look tired.”

      “I am. I was working with Professor Erickson to try to understand the Rusav blades.”

      She started to smile. “Of course, he would want to know about that.”

      “And you don’t?”

      “Well, I have borrowed enough of the Rusav techniques over the years,” she said, and for a moment, he saw the shadows swirling away from her, and he thought that he understood just what was that she was getting at. “But I would not claim to want to borrow all of their techniques. Besides, the way that we use the aspect of the Saith is quite a bit different and perhaps even more effective.”

      “More effective?”

      “In some ways,” she said, waving her hand. “I didn’t see in all ways, though. But I can see why he would want to work with you. Make sure that you have time to keep working with me.”

      “And with Professor Noble,” Torian muttered.

      “Perhaps all of these separate sessions will help you find some insight as to your connection to the wolves. Have you learned anything more?”

      “Some,” Torian admitted, “but I don’t say that it would be considerable and not even enough for me to feel comfortable telling you that I know some trick about how to talk to the wolves.” They had stopped in a quiet section of the university, where the halls were darkened. There was a bit of lantern light here, and some runes glowed along the walls, likely protective more than anything else. The air was a bit stale, and few students, if any, came in this direction. “It’s just that when Visthor was working with me, he told me that I needed to feel for the connection to the wolves. That was what he thought that I needed in order for me to be able to identify the way to speak to them.”

      “Feel?”

      Torian shrugged. “Apparently,” he said, and he looked around. “Why here?”

      “Because I want you to demonstrate what you did with the wolves. And this place is as well protected as any within the university, and I doubt that we will find anybody else coming here and interrupting us.”

      Torian had never come here with the professor before, but now that he was here, he wondered what sort of runic markers were on the walls that would protect it.

      “Like I said, there was more of a feeling than anything else. I can try,” he went on, “but to be honest, I don’t even know what it is that I was doing or how I was doing it.”

      “Then try,” she said.

      He closed his eyes, and then he began to focus on what he had felt with the shadow wolves. He didn’t really expect much here and certainly didn’t expect to be able to demonstrate anything to the professor, but at the same time, there was a possibility that what he was doing and the way that he was connecting might give him some answer, but he didn’t know.

      And as he focused, he found himself reaching for the valsahir connection, shifting the weight inside of him, and trying to feel the way that he had felt when he had been around the shadow wolves. But there had not been anything quite so potent. When he let himself wander, at least letting his mind wander and his connection wander, Torian began to feel a little bit of the wolf connection. It took him a moment, and for the briefest of moments, he thought that it came from Professor Order. Then he realized that wasn’t it at all.

      There was a shadow wolf, and it was not nearly as far from him as he had anticipated. He frowned, mostly to himself. It was probably the dappled-furred one, especially as Torian recognized that wolf more easily and more readily than most of the others. But why would it be here? And why would it be so potent and so prominent for him?

      “Well?” Professor Order asked, and Torian flicked his eyes open to look at her. “What are you doing?”

      “Can you feel anything with the shadows?”

      “That is not how it works,” she said. “You don’t simply feel with the shadows. You use them. Summon. Dispel. Various techniques that I have shown you. I have walked you through all the different variant forms and how you can utilize them. I would expect that you will find that technique.”

      “But I don’t think that it is the way that it works,” Torian said, and he felt as if he were trying to argue with somebody who was rigid. And in fact, Torian wasn’t sure that he would have believed it had he not had an opportunity to actually feel for it, either. He recognized something about it, though. There was a flow, much like there was a flow with the runes, and maybe that was the flow that he felt with the valsahir power. Maybe that was what he had to try to feel for and to try to make sense of when he was understanding what it was that the Viper did. “Regardless, I will try to break it down for you.”

      And as he focused on the shadow and on trying to walk the professor through what he was doing, he couldn’t help but feel the strange entity of the shadow wolf and wonder why it was so close, and what that meant.

      Once he was done with Professor Order, Torian was going to have to go looking for the shadow wolf and try to understand.

      He only hoped that the wolf would answer.
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      Torian spent quite a bit of time looking for the wolf.

      He didn’t find it, though he did detect the wolf moving. It seemed as if there was a pattern to the movement, something that the wolf was trying to make sure that Torian was aware of. And it took a while for him to realize just what it was that he was picking up on.  The wolf was creating something of a map, or perhaps just tracking around the city, and giving Torian the opportunity to detect just what it was that the wolf was doing.

      And maybe that was what it was. Maybe the wolf wanted Torian to recognize that it was there and to detect something more about it? It was getting frustrating.

      “Why do you keep thinking you will find the wolf?” Sarah asked him at one point when they were wandering throughout the university grounds, and Torian kept pausing.

      “Because I think the wolf is trying to talk to me.”

      “You said that before. And you made it seem like you actually understood something when the attack was taking place?”

      “Well, at that time, I was quite certain that I was picking up on something, but I don’t know what it was. I would hear specific words and occasionally emotion, and I felt as if the wolves were giving me information. I certainly can’t understand the wolves the way that Visthor does. But I’m hopeful that eventually, I can.”

      “I find it so fascinating,” she said. “Not the least of which is because the wolves obviously have some connection to shadow that they are using in order for them to communicate.”

      “It’s not the way that we communicate, though,” Torian said. “And to be honest, I simply don’t know what to make of it. Something about it is not quite right. Visthor wants me to feel for the shadows and feel for the wolves, and Professor Order thinks that I need to have something more structured. I don’t know which it should be. Maybe neither.”

      “Or maybe it’s a combination of both,” Sarah said.

      They had stopped a wall that surrounded the university. Torian rested his hand on one of the runes that were there and noticed the sequence. It was not just a sequence of different aspects of a singular type of power. This was a sequence of different ruins, and the combination seemed as if it were designed to blend power together. Torian couldn’t feel what that was, and he thought that all he needed to do was to step back and try to make sense of it. Something about it didn’t feel right to him, though.

      “With you having your potential, the ability that you have, wouldn’t it be possible, and even likely, that you are somehow able to mix the combination of the two?” She frowned. “Well, assuming that Visthor has some sort of innate, almost intrinsic connection to them, and you have this valsahir power—”

      “Which might also be some sort of innate, intrinsic sort of power,” Torian said with a bit of a smile.

      She shrugged. “Maybe. Or maybe it’s not. Maybe what you can do, the way that you can use your power is different. I think that we need to spend more time with him.”

      “I haven’t mastered trying to separate the strands,” Torian said. “He’s made it clear that I need to try to detect something in order for me to learn more from him.”

      “How close are you?”

      Torian snorted. “I’ve been a little busy. I have Professor Order wanting me to work with her on the shadow wolves, I have Professor Noble not wanting me to help him study some of the more hidden runes, and now I have Professor Erickson hoping that I can work with him on how to use the various blade forms.” Torian shook his head. “To be honest, I just don’t have a lot of spare time. And that’s not even going into the headmaster, who at one point said that she was going to work with me, but given everything that’s been going on in the city and the Rusav attacks, she has not had an opportunity to do so.”

      Sarah was quiet for a few moments, and Torian waited for her to chide him on the fact that he was complaining that he had all of these professors working with him individually.

      “Are you still learning anything from Professor Order?”

      It wasn’t the question that he had expected, but he shrugged nonetheless.

      “Well, she does know quite a few of the variant forms. And I doubt I’m going to be as skilled as her with the dark patterns, but I can still learn many of the variant forms to master them.”

      “That’s not the answer.”

      “I don’t know. She hasn’t been teaching me anything lately. She’s been asking me to work with her about the shadow wolves and trying to get me to help her understand how to connect to them so that she can communicate with them.”

      “And with Professor Noble.”

      “When I’ve gone with him, I feel like I’m working on learning different patterns, but… What are you getting at with this?”

      “I don’t know what I’m getting at,” Sarah said, shaking her head. “But you have three university instructors who are working with you, or at least seemingly working with you. But in this case, it seems like all three of them are asking you to teach them more than they are teaching you. Is that accurate, or is it not?”

      Torian hadn’t considered it that way before, but maybe she was right. “I suppose.”

      “Well, I think you need to take advantage of their expertise. Make sure that you’re getting something from them while they are getting something from you. Don’t just let them take.”

      “You’re talking about instructors at the university,” Torian said.

      “And I realize I am,” she said. “Which is part of the reason that I’ve hesitated to say anything, but seeing how hard you are working, how much you have been asked to do, and how much they have asked of you, I felt like I needed to say something. You’re my friend. I want to make sure I help my friend.”

      “Thank you.”

      She flashed a broad smile. “You don’t have to thank me. At least you don’t have to thank me much. I just want you to be aware that I am helping you. And if it comes down to it, maybe you will help me.”

      “Oh, so now you want something from me?”

      She started to laugh. “I don’t. At least, I don’t want anything right now. Should we keep looking?”

      Torian breathed out heavily. “Well, I can still feel the shadow wolf, but I don’t know what it’s doing or what it might be trying to tell me, if anything, so I don’t know that makes any sense for us to keep searching.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      “I want to rest,” Torian said.

      “Then rest. I can find you later.”

      Torian reached the entrance to the university when he saw the headmaster, who caught his gaze.

      “Good. You’re free. We need to search through the halls and deal with some of those runes that you claim that you found.”

      Torian blinked. He had sort of forgotten about that. With everything else that had been going on and all of these others that he had been dealing with, he had neglected the search for Astrid and neglected what he had uncovered of the runic markers that she had placed throughout the university.

      “Now?”

      “Is there another time that you would prefer?”

      “I suppose not,” Torian said.

      “I believe you said there were some found in the lower levels of the university. We will start with those, and then we can work our way outward. That is if you don’t mind.”

      Torian considered telling her that he was exhausted and that he wanted nothing more than to rest, but at this point, he decided that it was probably not the right answer and just nodded. And as they headed back into the university, he caught Sarah’s eyes as she was making her way toward the main hall library. She frowned as she glanced to the headmaster. The headmaster must have seen Sarah, but she didn’t say anything to her. They headed down the stairs.

      “Have there been any more Rusav attacks?”

      “You would do well not to speak of that too loudly,” she said. “But no. The one that you and your friends encountered was the last.”

      “They won’t be done,” Torian said.

      “Undoubtedly,” she said. She breathed out heavily when they reached the lower landing and started down a narrow, darkened hallway. The air was a bit musty, and though the headmaster used a bit of a lantern beam pattern, casting back some of the shadows, it seemed almost as if there was still a bit of darkness that lingered here.

      Torian was tempted to use shadow dispel to see if that would work, but he didn’t know if he was permitted to use his own patterns around her. And he also was curious if he might find anything in those shadows, and so he opened himself and his valsahir connection to trying to make sense of it.

      “You don’t need to worry. We have placed other precautions around the city.”

      “I saw,” Torian said. “The Navarin military.”

      She smiled tightly. “Indeed. The military finally decided to grace us with its presence, though I can’t be too mad. They normally are stationed along the border, ensuring that Rusav doesn’t even get a foothold inside of Navarin. They took some convincing that there was an actual threat here. And it wasn’t until we confirmed to them that we had the Viper and that he had attempted to break free once already that we needed additional support that they did send others to ensure that we could keep him held.” She glanced over to Torian. “He is a high-value target, after all.”

      “Absolutely,” Torian said. “I’ve heard the stories.”

      She frowned. “And I’m sure some of the stories that you’ve heard are terrifying,” she said softly. “He is said to be responsible for the annihilation of the people of Kandahr province. Well, maybe not him specifically, but the creatures that he uses and directs.” She looked over at Torian. “There are countless stories like that and countless wars. I’m sure your friends can tell you.”

      Sylvia has told me something,” he said, keeping his voice quiet. He didn’t want to think more about it, as the more that he thought about it, the more that he would fear going to visit the Viper. It was easy to forget that he was a dangerous and horrifying man.

      He noticed something.

      He pointed to a marker on the floor.

      The headmaster crouched down, and then she began to trace a pattern around it. She worked quickly, using a slender piece of metal that scarred the stone quickly, placing a series of complicated runes that Torian could not even recognize, but as he watched, he thought that he might be able to repeat them. He didn’t have her runic knowledge, but he did recognize a bit of flow within those runes.

      Maybe he could still learn something about runes. He had started to feel like he was getting more advanced and that he was learning more and more, and given the way that Professor Noble had been treating him while using him to help him underscore some of the aspects of runes, Torian started to think that maybe he was more capable than he was. Seeing the headmaster tracing the runes that she was doing and understanding that he didn’t have that knowledge, nor that skill, helped him feel as if there was still something for him at the university.

      He hadn’t realized that he had begun to feel as if he were growing distant from it, but maybe that was just the fact that he had been trying to learn more about his valsahir connection, working with the Viper, and realizing that there were things that the university wasn’t going to be able to teach him.

      “What is that rune?”

      “What does it look like to you?”

      Torian studied for a moment. “Well, it looks like a basic earth rune, but there are sub-runes within it that are a mixture of…” He frowned again, and as he did, he noticed that he could pick up on some of the different smaller runes inside of it. “I see. You’re using a combination of these runes in order to hold power, combining them all and using earth to link it to this place.”

      She looked over to him. “Very good. Do you think you could repeat it?”

      Torian shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe? I think that would be difficult for me. I don’t have the experience that you do. I am curious to try.”

      “Well, curiosity will get you far, especially as you continue to progress in your time at the university. I can talk you through several of these, but your basic understanding is correct. You have to have a foundational rune. That is what stores the energy and locks it to a purpose. Each sub-rune inside of it will add additional elements. And as you combine them and you work them together, you can start to get a more distinct flow to it.”

      She demonstrated how she created the rune, using the different sub-runes. Torian found himself marveling at her skill. She made five of them around the singular rune that had been placed. Once she was done, Torian felt a burst of energy. He realized that not only had she created several different runes, but the five runes worked together, working in concert, and overpowering the other rune.

      “You just masked it,” Torian said. “And you use earth in order to do so.”

      “Very good,” she said. “That is a simple way of describing it.”

      “What would be a less simple way?”

      She shrugged. “It would be a more complicated way to describe it if you said that I tried to inactivate it, but I’m not exactly sure that is accurate, either. I did what I could to try to mitigate the markings that were there. If there are others that you have found, you can show me to them.”

      Torian guided her through the halls. As he did, he found himself focusing on the different techniques that she used to make the rune, with the sub-runes, and marveling at the skill. What he needed was time to study with the headmaster so that he could understand that. It was more than what he was learning from Professor Noble. When he said as much, she shrugged.

      “There is a basic aspect of power that you must learn, and then from that, you can learn more. You will uncover that in your more advanced classes.”

      “Why does Rusav not know these things?”

      “They don’t take the time to study such things. And yet, we fear for the day that they learn it. There are certain runic patterns that are only known to a select few.”

      “But if anybody can see the rune, they should be able to understand what it does.”

      She smiled at him. “You would think so, wouldn’t you? But it doesn’t quite work like that. Most can see a rune, but they can’t see it. I know that doesn’t make any sense to you, but there is a way of understanding the power that exists that you cannot identify without having experience in making and placing such things. It takes time.”

      “You think I can learn it?”

      “You are well on your way.”

      They made their way through the halls a little while longer, and Torian showed her as many of the different places that he had found evidence of Astrid before he reached the endpoint.

      “If this is all, then I will take my leave for now,” the headmaster said. “It is good that we minimized any disruption that she might have placed. We don’t need her releasing the Viper, giving Rusav an opportunity to easily attack.” Torian nodded. “I trust that you can find your way back?”

      “I can,” he said.

      “Good.”

      She started off when Torian called after her. She slowed, glancing back at him.

      “You had promised to teach me?”

      “I suppose I have. Why don’t you find me tomorrow?”

      “Tomorrow is…” Torian hesitated a moment, as he was almost about ready to tell her that tomorrow was going to be busy, as it was, especially given that Professor Noble and Professor Order both wanted to work with him, and he knew that Professor Erickson wanted to work with him, but Torian thought about what Sarah had said, as well. He had to have limits, didn’t he? He had to take as much as he gave. “Tomorrow is perfect.”

      The headmaster nodded.

      Once she was gone, Torian found himself standing in the hall. It was dark, and the walls seemed as if they wanted to press in upon him, but he was aware of the runes that were there and could feel some of the energy that lingered. He wasn’t sure how much of that came from the new runic patterns the headmaster had placed.

      As he started to turn, he became aware of something. He had been holding his connection to the valsahir power open, having shifted that weight more so than he had realized, and there was a strangeness inside of him. But it took a moment to realize what the strangeness was. It came from the shadow wolf.

      Surprisingly, it seemed as if the shadow wolf was close. Much closer than he would’ve expected. And there was something in that connection, something to what he felt from the shadow wolf, that drifted through his awareness.

      Torian didn’t have any way of speaking to the shadow wolf, or at least didn’t think that he did, as he was still struggling to understand how to use the shadows in that fashion, but as he focused on what he picked up on, he recognized that there was a single word.

      Follow.

      Torian needed answers, and he needed to know why. Why?

      Follow. Found female.

      For a moment, Torian wanted to ask what female and thought that maybe the shadow wolf was talking about Sarah, but then his breath caught. He knew. And it was almost as if the shadow wolf was telling him that, as well. Not Sarah.

      The shadow wolf had found Astrid.
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      Torian followed the sense of the shadow wolf, listening to the steady murmuring that came. It was hard for him to follow what the wolf wanted from him, but he noticed other runic markers placed around him, and he found himself focusing on something of them as well. He couldn’t tell what he detected, though.

      Not runic markers, then. He didn’t know what it was, but if it was not runic markers, then what was it? Torian continued to focus, trying to make sense of the strangeness that but could not feel anything more.

      The wolf was out there, though.

      It was more than just having the wolf out there.

      Torian tried to open himself to the valsahir connection so that he might feel even more and try to make sense of just what the wolf was telling him.

      “Help me,” Torian said, and this time, he pushed out with a bit of shadow. Though he could use the shadow, and Professor Order had trained him with that, it didn’t seem to be helping him as much as he was hoping it would. He had to feel for the shadow, which Torian did not know if it would make a difference. “If you found her, show me where I need to go. I know that you can do that.”

      He had felt that connection from the shadow wolves before; they had created something of a map that Torian had been able to follow, so that now as he focused, detecting some of that connection around him, he increasingly thought that the connection and what he was able to feel should create even more of an image for him.

      And why couldn’t it?

      As he closed his eyes, focusing on what he could feel, that strange and nebulous energy that seemed to be murmuring around him, Torian began to recognize that there was some aspect of it that was calling to him.

      He hadn’t been paying any attention to that, as he had been more focused on what it was that the wolf had said to him. And at this point, it was difficult for him to follow what the wolf was trying to tell him. The wolf was there, guiding him, and seeming as if it were trying to share something more, but what was that more?

      Torian didn’t have the answer. Shadows might help, though. But what sort of shadow?

      Not shadows in the form of one of the patterns, though the tiers of patterns should offer him some way of detecting the shadow wolf and detecting just what it was that the shadow wolf was trying to tell him. The problem that it had, though, was that Torian did not connect to the shadow wolves because of his sahir connection. It was because of his valsahir. And he couldn’t rely upon what he was learning at the university to teach him what he needed to know in order for him to be able to reach the shadow wolves. What he needed, instead, was to try to find some way to use the connection that he had through his valsahir reach and use what he could uncover so that he could feel and find that link to the wolves.

      And to his wolf.

      Which meant that he had to feel.

      That was exactly what Visthor had been telling him. But it wasn’t just what Visthor had been telling him. There was also what he had noticed when he had been working with the runic markers and following the flow of the patterns. Professor Noble hadn’t used those terms, but he had mentioned using the flow. And in this case, Torian thought that the flow was going to be something similar to what he had done otherwise.

      Follow the flow. Feel.

      Both of them were similar.

      But then, there was something that the Viper had told him. Torian wasn’t exactly sure that he trusted the Viper, nor was he sure if he trusted what the Viper was trying to tell him, but at this point, maybe that didn’t matter. What really mattered, instead, was understanding the link to the power and seeing if he might find some way to draw on that power so that he could find that strand inside of himself. They had been too fuzzy up until now.

      Maybe they were still fuzzy, but maybe there was some way that he could use the flow that he had been feeling, and that flow might help him understand more. Torian had not attempted that, and yet, perhaps that was a mistake.

      He noticed a drawing sensation upon him, and it took a moment to realize that it came from the shadow wolf that was trying to pull on him, wanting to draw his attention. As Torian tried to focus on the wolf, he found himself releasing more of his valsahir connection, having shifted more of the weight inside himself. When he did, he recognized that the shadow wolf was providing him with something more, but what was it?

      Maybe it was a way of feeling shadows, but…

      Shadows.

      That was what it was. It wasn’t just that the shadow wolf was trying to connect to him and to speak to him, but it was also that in doing so, Torian recognized one of those strands inside of that accessed to the valsahir power. It was because of the shadow wolf that he could feel even more. Torian could follow that, and he thought that he could detect the energy that existed inside of him and thought that he could even draw on that in some way that would help him overwhelm it.

      Why not?

      He found himself feeling for the valsahir power inside of himself and allowing himself to recognize that energy as it flowed deeply within him. As he followed that strange strand of power, something happened. It seemed almost as if something opened up inside of him, a blooming of dark energy.

      And in this case, it wasn’t dark in a way that was dangerous; it was dark in the way that it simply was a connection to shadow. Torian followed that strand, and then he focused on it.

      When he did, he found some part of it separating from the rest. And then he opened the valsahir connection only to the dark and only to shadow. It seemed as if there was a surge inside his mind.

      The hazy map that he had been seeing that came from the shadow wolves suddenly bloomed in his mind, almost as if that gift had always been there and had been waiting for him to connect to it. He couldn’t hear the shadow wolf—not yet—but Torian wondered if what he was doing, the way that he was reaching for it, might now permit him to do so in a way that he had not before.

      He followed the map.

      How could he not, as that map guided him, leading him through the underground beneath the university. And Torian no longer struggled with following the pathway, turning left, then right, and then finding a set of stairs that led deeper, a set of stairs that were darkened without any rune lanterns glowing. There was nothing here, but Torian didn’t even need anything. He found his way. Part of it came from the fact that he was able to use shadow dispel, and he managed to create a hazy gray around him rather than the darkness. It allowed him to maneuver without fear of encountering something strange, but part of it came from the strange map that had still formed inside of his mind that he was following, using what he could feel from the shadow wolf.

      “Follow the female.”

      The words came more clearly this time now; they were not nearly as difficult for him to comprehend. It sounded as if it came from all around, but it was directed.

      Torian had to believe that it was a shadow wolf that was speaking to him and trying to guide him, but at the same time, he also wondered how the shadow wolf was able to use that and how the shadow wolf communicated to him and the way that it did. It left Torian marveling with that, marveling with just how it was that the shadow wolf was able to speak to him.

      “Where is she?”

      He pushed out with more shadow.

      And this time, it seemed as if there was recognition. The shadow wolf realized that Torian was speaking in a way that the shadow wolf could follow.

      “You have found your voice.”

      Torian almost stumbled. He was in a narrow section of the hall. He was lost beneath the university and thought that he wouldn’t be able to find his way back, except for the fact that there did seem to be a map that bloomed in his mind, a trail of darkness that formed when he closed his eyes. And in that case, he thought that maybe some of that map came from the shadow wolf, or maybe it came from the tendrils of darkness that he still was connected to.

      “I can hear you.”

      There was a bit of silence, and for a moment, Torian wasn’t sure what he had done wrong, but then he realized that when he had attempted to reach for the shadow wolf before, he had done so using a bit of shadow, expressing that from himself.

      Once again, he attempted to push with the shadow, using only that strand. There was nothing structured about it, not the way that there was when he used the power for the sahir connections. This was much like the Viper had said, and there was no real structure to it. But still, there was power.

      The challenge for Torian was that it felt more nebulous. He liked the structure of the sahir. Did it have to be one or the other? Maybe he could learn to do both. Maybe he could be a valsahir who also was sahir. And if so, he had no idea what that might mean for him or the kind of power that he was drawing upon, but maybe it didn’t matter.

      He pushed again. “I can hear you.”

      There was a moment to pause, but finally, the sound of the shadow wolf’s voice came back to him, drifting on a strand of shadow. “It took you long enough.”

      “I’m sorry. Apparently, I am slow.”

      There was a sound of laughter, though Torian wasn’t sure if it was a wolf laughing at him or it was something else. Either way, he felt that laughter coming from the wolf, almost as if he were echoing near him, though Torian didn’t think that the shadow wolf was all that close to him right now. Whatever he heard now seemed to come from a great distance while also seeming to be right next to him.

      “Follow the female.”

      “How far am I from her?”

      “Not far.”

      Torian was curious as to what that meant. Not far? But when it came to the shadow wolf, not far could mean very many different things, and Torian wasn’t exactly sure what it was, but he wasn’t even sure that it even mattered. At this point, the only thing that really mattered was that he needed to keep trying to reach for the power that he had and wanting to follow so that he could understand the shadow wolf even better. If nothing else happened from this and if he didn’t find Astrid—though Torian thought that he was going to be able to find her—he still would have accomplished something that he couldn’t even imagine. The hard part for him was that he wasn’t going to be able to teach this to fester Order. He had no idea how to help her understand the strand of power inside of her.

      Unless the sahir could also reach for valsahir power?

      But if that was the case, why wouldn’t they have done so?

      Maybe because they didn’t have the ability. Or maybe because they had trained so long on structure that they weren’t able to draw on the unstructured kind of power. Regardless, Torian wondered if there would even be any way for him to help Professor Order reach for the shadow wolves in the same way. He might help her with some basic concepts, and if he understood what it was that he was doing, he might even find a way to teach her some of the language, assuming that he could learn it himself. But there was also the possibility that there would be no way for him to demonstrate anything more than what he had already done. He didn’t know if he could replicate this through structured power.

      But why not?

      He nearly paused again, his mind working through what he was doing and the way that he was drawing upon that power, giving him the opportunity to try to think through just how he had connected to the shadow wolf, wondering if perhaps some structure might be possible here. But if it was, Torian didn’t know what it would look like, and he didn’t know if it would even matter. At this point, the only thing that really mattered was that he had managed to connect. He should be pleased.

      He continued following the trail, and then he slowed as he noticed a darkened form with him. Torian used a bit of shadow dispel, though in this case, it was a mixture of structured and unstructured power. Some of it came from using the patterns that Professor Order had taught him, and some of it came from the fact that he was connected to this strand of shadow, and he did not need any real structure to it. And in doing so, Torian felt the darkness just fade around him.

      Then he saw the dappled-furred shadow wolf across from him. There was a flow of shadow that came from him, but nebulous flow came back to him.

      “What do I call you?”

      He made a point of sending it on shadows, pushing out as vigorously as he could, as he didn’t know if the shadow wolf would even be able to understand what he was saying otherwise. Then again, up close, Torian thought that the shadow wolf could understand him if he spoke aloud. Still, having the ability to speak without speaking, to connect through the shadow, gave an advantage. Could he do this with other shadow wolves, or was this only with this one wolf?

      “You may call me Lasant.”

      Torian tipped his head toward the shadow wolf and immediately pushed out with shadow. “It should have been easier than this?”

      The shadow wolf prowled toward him, and it seemed as if Lasant’s ears were on edge, perked up as he was looking around. “It should have been. It was not.”

      “Thank you for helping me.” Torian hesitated a moment, and then he shrugged. “Each time. But especially when you first rescued me. I never really thanked you for that, but I wish that I could have.”

      Lasant bared its fangs, and Torian had a distinct sense that was not any sort of angry expression. Was it a smile? He didn’t understand the shadow wolf’s emotions yet, but he felt like he could if he had an opportunity to keep working with him. But now that he had a way of using shadow and feeling for that hazy strand inside of him and then pushing on it, he thought that was going to be more likely. What he needed was to try to test the boundary of how far and how strong he could push out with the shadow and see if he might be able to extend that reach more than what he had done before. And if so, determine just what distance that he could operate from.

      “Your kind must be found.”

      “My kind. Valsahir?” When Lasant bared its fangs again, Torian nodded. “Thank you. Now. Can you show me to Astrid?”

      He realized as he was saying it, that he was pushing out with shadow, and it became increasingly easy for them to do so. It reminded him of what Visthor had said about speaking to the wolves and how you just did it. Visthor obviously had just spoken to the wolves, and with his connection and the way that he was able to simply manipulate shadow, Torian wondered if he had valsahir traits but had not yet managed to develop them. Maybe Visthor could also learn to do some of the things that Torian did.

      Or maybe it was too late for him. Visthor was talented; there was no doubt about that, but he had also lived long enough that it might be too hard for him to understand how to connect to that power. It hadn’t been too hard for Torian, though.

      He would have to work with Visthor. He would at least have to ask Visthor if he was interested, even if Visthor didn’t want him to work with them, and if he was able to find something with him, and held him in any way, then he should do it.

      The shadow wolf bounded away, heading down the hall and taking an immediate left. As soon as he did, Torian hurried after him and stopped in front of a small doorway. It came up to about his chest and was only about a foot and half wide with a few runic markers on it. Had Torian not had Lasant guiding him; he wasn’t sure that he would’ve even noticed it, and he was certain that he wouldn’t even have known where to find it. He hesitated a moment in front of the door and glanced over to Lasant.

      “Is she here?” Torian asked, pushing that out with the shadow as he did.

      Lasant leaned forward, his nostrils flaring as he did, his ears perked and swiveling. His tail was straight, and in the faint gray from the shadow dispel around him, it seemed as if his fur was absorbing more of the darkness somehow. Then again, this was a shadow wolf, so maybe he was immune to Torian’s shadow dispel features.

      He swiveled his head from side to side, almost as if testing for whether there was anything else here. When he finally sat down, he turned his golden eyes toward Torian. “It is empty.”

      “Are you sure this was her place?”

      “Can you not tell?”

      There was real curiosity in Lasant’s words, though each time that Lasant spoke to Torian, there was something about it that left him with a curiosity. It wasn’t so much that Lasant was just speaking to Torian; it was the way that he was speaking to him. And it seemed to Torian that he managed an aspect of an inflection somehow, despite the fact that he was not speaking aloud.

      “I don’t know. I suppose I could learn to utilize more of my valsahir connection, and maybe I could detect something on the other side of the doorway, but right now, I have to rely upon you.”

      Lasant sniffed. And for a moment, Torian was acutely aware of the disdain that the shadow wolf had for him.

      “You don’t care for that?”

      “Disappointed,” Lasant said.

      “I’m sorry I disappointed you,” Torian said. He turned his attention to the door, and when he did, he noticed that there were a series of runic symbols marked on it. He could activate them, he thought, but he didn’t know if he would be able to release any lock without Astrid noticing. And maybe he didn’t want to, anyway. Could he stand up to the side, hiding himself so that when she returned, they could surprise her?

      But maybe it would be easier—and better—if he were to know what she was up to. It would be better for him to have an opportunity to explore her place and to see what she had been doing.

      So he used the most obvious of the runic symbols. It was a simple lock. And having studied with Professor Noble, Torian understood the sequence of runes within it, the sub-runes, as they were, and he was able to activate them quickly. When he did, he noticed a connection to other runes on the door and a triggering that caused power to flow through it in a crisscrossing pattern that spread throughout the door, causing a pale white light to glow along its length. Then the door slid up.

      Torian stood for a moment, then glanced over to Lasant. “Will you come in with me?”

      The shadow wolf growled softly. Torian didn’t need the shadow connection for him to hear that.

      “I guess that’s a yes?”

      The shadow wolf growled again. “I will come.”
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      Torian stepped inside of the space and immediately began to focus on the light around him. At first, he thought that there was actual light here, but then he realized that wasn’t the case at all. There was a faint runic marker along the back wall glowing, but it was glowing because he had done something to it. Torian needed to either leave it activated or he had to deactivate it so that he didn’t alert anything or anyone to their presence.

      The room on the other side was much larger than Torian would’ve expected. It opened into a space that was probably twenty feet wide by nearly the same length. A mattress was unrolled along one wall, covered with tattered blankets and what looked to be a makeshift pillow that was a little more than a burlap bag stuffed with something. There were other items inside this space, as well. Some of them looked to be small runic-marked items, sculptures, the stone, and even a few longer weapons. There was a small shelving unit near the bed, and it had dried bread, roasted meat, and some other shelf-stable foods. He saw no sign of water, which left him wondering where Astrid was going for the water.

      More surprisingly, though, was that he saw a stack of books near the bed.

      He headed over to the bed, took a seat, and then grabbed the books. Starting with the first of the books, Torian found that it was on runes.

      Everything within him went cold. Was Astrid trying to learn runes? What the headmaster had said about runes was that Rusav did not have the same skill with them, but if they had some way of learning, then perhaps they would be able to neutralize the one advantage that Navarin had over Rusav.

      Then again, she wouldn’t be able to understand some of the more obscure runes that the headmaster had described to Torian. Nor would she be able to learn how to use sub-runes from books, Torian didn’t think.

      These were different, then.

      And the answer came to him. It should be obvious, though. There would be only one reason that Astrid would be here and studying runes. She wanted to neutralize the ruins holding the Viper.

      She was here, waiting, so she could break him out.

      Torian grabbed another book, and he started to flip through it. He noticed that it was another book on runes, only this one was a bit more complicated than the last one. And here, he had thought that she wouldn’t be able to learn how to use sub-runes in a book, but this one described the technique. More than that, Torian even picked up some tricks from it, learning that there were different layers of runes that could be identified inside of it.

      What, exactly, was she doing with this?

      He looked over to Lasant, who was prowling around the inside of the space, sniffing at different places.

      “Can you tell me anything else about this?” Torian asked.

      He wasn’t exactly sure that Lasant would be able to do so, but if there was something that Torian didn’t detect because his own senses were not as acute as the wolf, then he thought that he should at least inquire about it because if nothing else, the shadow wolf might know things and be able to feel things, and perhaps even smell things that Torian couldn’t. Given the shadow wolf’s experience with shadows, there might even be other things that he knew and could do that Torian could not.

      “She has spent much time here,” Lasant said.

      “Obviously,” Torian said, sweeping his hand around the room. “This is her room. I suppose you would call it her den.”

      Lasant glanced over, and he bared his fangs again.

      Torian was going to have to understand just what that meant, as at this point, he wasn’t clear what the shadow wolf was doing, nor why he was making that expression. It had to mean something more than anger, though. Unless it did, and the shadow wolf was upset with Torian and the fact that he was here. At this point, Torian simply didn’t know.

      He flipped through another series of books and noticed that the runes were more focused on this one. These were defensive runes, containment type, and there was something else about them. As Torian began to study, he noticed that there were aspects of locking to them. He couldn’t identify everything about the runes that the book was trying to teach, but at this point, he wasn’t even sure that he was supposed to be able to identify anything about it. He traced his finger along the page, trying to make sense of what this book was trying to teach and what he might uncover from it, but even as he did, he could not tell anything more.

      There had to be something here, though.

      Maybe it was sub-runes.

      Torian switched to the next book and the next. Each of them was much like the last, and each one obviously was her way of trying to understand the runes that were containing the Viper.

      By the time that he was done, he sat back, crossing his hands over his arms and staring into the room. She was here, studying, trying to find a way to break out the Viper. Torian had known that she was going to do that and had known that she was still a threat, but seeing it, and seeing her presence here, made it even more acute.

      And it made her betrayal all the worse.

      He didn’t know anything about Astrid. The only thing that Torian knew was that when he had traveled with her, he had gotten along well with her, and he had offered to teach her some. That had been a mistake, at least now that he knew that she was trying to use him and the others so that she could get to the Viper.

      Lasant suddenly spun, and there was a low strange whistle.

      Torian had heard that one before, but this one was not audible. It came through the shadow. Torian recognized it, and it seemed almost as if the shadow work was making the whistling sound.

      “What is it?”

      “The female,” Lasant said, not turning over to him.

      “Can you keep her from escaping?”

      “I will try.”

      Torian hurried over to the door, and he pressed his hand along some of the markers there until the door came sliding down. He stood back against the wall and hoped that he had not done anything that would reveal to Astrid that they were there. Lasant sat on the other side of the door, and Torian could see him easily and clearly.

      But then, that was partly because Torian was still using the shadow dispel, but partly because he thought that with whatever connection he had now to the shadow wolf, it allowed him to see Lasant and feel Lasant much more easily than he had before.

      Finally, the door came sliding open.

      Torian was ready.

      He had not been sure that Lasant had detected her, but at the same time, why wouldn’t the shadow wolf have been able to pick up on somebody else? The shadow wolf had the ability to smell and detect things that he did not have.

      As the door came open, the lithe, small form of Astrid came sliding inside. Torian hurriedly slammed his hand up against the runic markers on the door, causing it to close, and then he used a bit of metal—choosing a pattern that he thought she would be less likely to have any control over—and kept the door locked in place.

      Astrid jerked her head around, looking at him.

      She was just as lovely as the very first time that he had seen her. Her dark hair hung loose around her shoulders, and her job looked set in determination, but her eyes were vibrant and bright, studying him with an intensity.

      He braced, but at the same time, he formed a blade of light in his hands, holding them apart. He could have withdrawn one of the blades that he had with him, but it was more imposing, he thought, that he used it with this technique.

      Astrid did not move, though.

      “You found me,” she said, and then she glanced over to where Lasant was seated; who did not seem to be on edge any more than he had been before. “I suppose I’m not surprised. I didn’t think that the wolves would betray me, but perhaps I should have known.”

      “You’ve been down here this whole time?”

      It wasn’t the first question that he wanted asked, but it was the question that came out. At the same time, he did want to know because he did want to understand what Astrid was doing, and he did want to try to make sense of the reason that she was hiding here.

      “Not the whole time,” she said. “But since the last time that you saw me.” She glanced over to the bed, down to the books that Torian had moved, and quickly looked over to where she had her food. Those were the things that she was concerned about? Not the runes-marked weapons.

      “You intend to break him out.”

      Astrid turned back to him, and there was a slight help to her lips, something that Torian couldn’t quite read. “I intend to.”

      “You won’t succeed.”

      She spread her hands on either side of her. “Obviously. You found me. What are you going to do with me?”

      “I anticipated you would fight me,” Torian said.

      She flickered her gaze over to where Lasant was seated. “Would it make a difference? If it was just you, I might have a chance.” There was no boasting to that, which left Torian wondering what sort of techniques she had learned from the Viper that would make her feel like she could handle somebody like himself who had become valsahir. “But it is not. So if you think that I’m going to try to attack you or your wolf companion, don’t be afraid.”

      Torian started to smile, but he was still holding onto the blade of light. It was mostly for his benefit, he knew, but there was a part of him that wondered if maybe he was doing it because he also wanted to prove to her that he was capable. “I’m not afraid. I’ve been training at the university since we arrived.”

      “I know. I’ve been watching. You have gotten quite skilled, in fact.”

      Torian hesitated. “What do you mean that you’ve been watching?”

      “These halls extend much greater than most within the university know. I think it’s older than most within the university believe. Then again, there are many things within your land that are like that. Most people seem to think that your land is new.”

      “We know it’s not,” Torian said.

      Then again, did he? His experience here had taught him much about the nation of Navarin and about where they had been before and what had happened in the time since its founding, but Torian didn’t know enough to know whether there had been something here before. From what he had seen at the university, though, he had recognized that there were layers of runes that offered a measure of protection, and for the most part, those runes were designed by those who had incredible skill and power.

      “What are you going to do with me?”

      Torian had given it a lot of thought. He had wanted to find Astrid because he had wanted to know what she was doing and what she intended to do with the Viper, but now that he was here, he still didn’t know what he was going to do for her. She had placed a runic marker on the floor while they were talking, using his toe to do so, and it would create a bit of containment. With a few more markers, Torian thought that he could keep her from even reaching the door.

      She hadn’t even noticed.

      But she had placed runes around the university.

      “What were you doing with the marks? Or are those some way to try to destabilize the protections that are holding the Viper in place?”

      “I don’t know enough for that yet,” she said. “I’ve been trying to understand and trying to learn ever since you cut down the creatures that we brought in.”

      “I can’t believe that you did that,” Torian said.

      “They aren’t what you thought,” she said.

      Torian arched a brow at her, but he still hadn’t moved. “You mean you didn’t have creatures that were designed to destroy, including those that are designed to destroy valsahir?”

      She frowned. “Well, maybe they are what you thought. But they weren’t here for the reason that you thought. It doesn’t matter anyway. Now that you have me here…” She looked around. “What do you intend to do?”

      Torian didn’t have a good answer for that, though he knew that he was going to need one. He had found her, which was really all that he had intended to do. Now that he had found her, he didn’t know what he was going to need to do anymore.

      “What happened? You mentioned that he had your parents.”

      “It’s complicated,” she said.

      “Well, let’s uncomplicate it. Otherwise, I’m not going to help you.”

      She looked up then. “You would help?”

      “I’m not saying that I’m going to come. I’m just saying that I wouldn’t help if you don’t make this clear to me why I should help you. You said that he had your parents, but what you are doing isn’t the kind of thing that I would expect somebody to do who was trying to save somebody who had their parents. I would think that you would want to keep him captured and use him so that you could get your parents freed.”

      “I told you, it’s complicated.”

      “If you want my help in any sort of way, you need to tell me what’s going on.”

      Astrid took a seat on the bed, pulling her knees up to her chest. “Our parents were taken by Rusav. They were like so many others. They had some potential, and Rusav decided that they were going to take them.” She looked down, staring at the floor. “We wanted to get them. We wanted to free them. And we tried.”

      “So the Viper took your parents—”

      Astrid looked up. “He didn’t take them. Rusav did. He offered to help us get them back.”

      Torian frowned at that. “What makes you think you can trust him?”

      “We didn’t. At first. But he started working with us, helping us learn some different techniques and learn how to talk to some of the different creatures that he’s trained. And…” She shrugged again, turning her attention back to her feet, staring quietly. “Eventually, we came to believe that he could actually help us get to them.”

      “So you want to save your parents, and you believe that the Viper is the best chance at that.”

      “He’s not with them anymore if that’s what you are asking.”

      “He’s not with who?”

      But even as he asked it, Torian thought that he knew the answer to that question. How could he not? It was the same thought that he had about the Viper, especially given all that he had experienced and everything that he had seen and everything that he had come to believe about the Viper. It was difficult to believe that it would even be possible, but the comments that the Viper had made and some of the ways that he had reacted had left Torian questioning.

      That was difficult, though.

      “He’s not with Rusav,” Astrid said, seemingly oblivious to the fact that Torian had those thoughts raging through his mind. “He left them. They had been corrupting his studies, making them into something that he did not intend.”

      Torian started to laugh. “They were corrupted all along. I heard about what he did. I’ve heard about the people that he’s hurt. Sylvia lost her family because of the Viper.”

      “Maybe,” Astrid said, and she turned her attention back down to her feet as if they were going to suddenly do something different. “I know you want to believe Sylvia. And having spent as much time as I did with her, I want to believe her, too. And I’m not saying that she’s lying to you, Torian. I don’t think that she is. I’m just saying that I don’t know if what she believes is true.”

      “So you’re saying that Rusav is responsible for some of the corruption of the creatures he’s created?”

      “They aren’t corrupt. They are what they are. He made them that way. Or, I suppose I should say, he helped them become what they were. But it was how they were used. That wasn’t him. You can ask him. Talk about the oblar and the gorinat.”

      Torian had no idea what either of those was, but they were probably strange creatures. And maybe he would go and ask other questions. “So you think that you can trust him, and you’re trying to break him out.”

      Torian took a deep breath, and he looked around, looking to where Lasant was still seated. He had not intervened, and that surprised Torian a little bit, though maybe there wasn’t enough that the shadow wolf was able to understand? That would be surprising, though, especially given that Torian thought that the shadow wolf understood spoken speech.

      Using a bit of shadow, he pushed it out toward Lasant. “How much of that did you understand?”

      “All,” Lasant said.

      “What do you think?”

      “She is being sincere.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I can smell it.”

      “So she believes that, but do you think that what she is saying is true?”

      “Do not know.”

      An idea came to him. “If you were to get close to the Viper, do you think that you could smell him and tell me if he was being sincere?”

      Lasant’s ears swiveled, turning toward Torian, and it seemed to Torian there was something else that the shadow wolf was anxious about. Was it about the Viper? And if so, why?

      “I could.”

      “Do you fear him?”

      “Rusav kills.”

      It was a simple, brutal statement.

      And though Torian couldn’t see or feel anything more, he was aware in a way that he could not quite place. Rusav kills.

      Which meant that Rusav was killing shadow wolves.

      Then again, Torian had known that.

      “If he’s not with Rusav any longer, then we won’t have to fear him.”

      “Possibly,” Lasant said.

      Torian turned his attention back to Astrid. “Could you follow any of that?”

      She had been staring intently at Lasant and Torian, which left him thinking that perhaps she was aware of the way that he was speaking to the shadow wolf, even if she wasn’t aware of what he was saying. Given her training with the Viper and the fact that he knew that she had some connection to shadows, he couldn’t help but question if she could at least follow some of what he was doing and saying, even if she couldn’t understand it.

      “I could see that something was happening,” she admitted. “I did not know what it was.”

      “The shadow wolf tells me that you are being sincere.”

      She turned her head, tipping it in a nod toward Lasant. “Thank you.”

      “I’m not convinced.” He frowned at her. “I’m going to check in on a few things, but I want you to stay here. If you do, and you are still here when I return, then I might be able to trust you. Agreed?”

      She looked as if she wanted to argue with him, but she bit back and then just nodded. “Agreed.”

      Torian turned to Lasant, and he used a bit of a runic marker, and then pushed some power out before stepping out of the door, waiting for Lasant to join him, and closing it once again.

      It was time for him to try to find out more.

      He just wasn’t sure what that might be.
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      Torian made the slow walk out to Sylvia’s wagons, trying to decide how he was going to phrase things for Sylvia and wanting to have a better idea about what he was going to say and how he was going to say it before he ever reached her. He had a pretty good idea of how she might react; he was worried about what she might say.

      Torian took the entire walk through the city to try to piece together what he was going to say. Surprisingly, as he made his way through the city, he still had the awareness of Lasant. The wolf was distant, having slipped out of the university in a way that Torian didn’t even know existed and then having wandered somehow through the streets without others getting drawn by him, but she could still feel Lasant.

      There was a part of Torian that wondered if he would even be able to talk to the shadow wolf in this way and from a distance. He couldn’t tell if there was anything that he could do or say that would bring him any closer to the shadow wolf. He thought that maybe there would be some connection, but he would need to try. And so, as he walked through the streets, he focused on that strand of shadow inside of him, saying nothing as he did and thinking only of how that shadow worked. As he did, he began to feel some of that pressure. He attempted to push out with that, thinking that if nothing else, he could feel something, but even as he attempted to do so, Torian wasn’t sure that he could feel enough. He paid attention to that connection and tried to seal if there was anything more that he could use with it, but even as he attempted to do so, he wasn’t sure if what he was drawing on, the way that he was drawn on it, was going to be enough.

      By the time he reached Sylvia’s wagons, he felt Lasant was closer and the ability to speak was easier. Obviously, distance mattered. He was going to need to talk to Visthor about it, wanting to have a better idea about what that meant and whether there was anything that he could do.

      “I wasn’t expecting to see you here again so soon,” Jakob said, striding over from the wagons and getting closer to them. He was a larger man with sandy brown hair that Torian had been friends with since they were much younger. He was dressed in Rusav clothing, much like Sylvia and others of her caravan often did, and seemed comfortable wearing it.

      Torian frowned, turning his attention to him for a moment before spinning back.

      Torian smiled at his friend for a moment and then shrugged. “I have something I need to talk to Sylvia about.”

      Jakob glanced over to the wagons, and his expression darkened for a moment. “Be careful with her. She’s going through a rough patch right now.”

      “A rough patch?” Torian started to smile, and when he realized that Jakob wasn’t returning it, he leaned forward. “What do you mean by that?”

      “Well, to be honest, I don’t exactly know, only that Sylvia has been struggling with some things. I think it was Rusav attacking again and whatever Visthor has been going through with this woman that you took on.” He arched a brow at Torian, and Torian wasn’t sure if Jakob was upset that he hadn’t had an opportunity to confront the Mother with him, or maybe it was just a matter of looking at Torian and trying to make sense of what he had been doing. “Or it is the idea that Aldrich might have returned? It brings up memories of Aldrich, you know.”

      Torian nodded. “It brings up memories of Aldrich for me, as well.”

      “For all of us. I know that you were the only one who really learned from him, at least in that way, but the rest of us still spent quite a bit of time around Aldrich, and we feel something.”

      “I’m not saying that you don’t,” Torian said. “If we can do anything, if we can find some way to get vengeance for what happened…” He shook his head, and he was tempted to tell Jakob about finding Astrid, but at the same time, he wasn’t sure that he wanted to just yet. He needed to talk to Sylvia first, and until he did, he wasn’t sure that he could reveal to anybody else what he had been going through and what he had uncovered. “Is she in her wagon?”

      “She is. And like I said. Be careful with her. She hasn’t come out much lately.”

      Torian nodded, and he headed over to Sylvia’s wagon before taking a deep breath and then knocking. The voice that answered wasn’t the one that he had expected. It was Visthor.

      Torian opened the door and stepped inside. Visthor was seated in the chair opposite Sylvia’s desk, and he had his legs crossed in front of them, a mug of steaming tea resting on the desk in front of him, and he glanced over to Torian as soon as the door came open. Sylvia did as well, but there was something about Sylvia’s expression that was a little bit darker and maybe a bit more hesitant than what Torian had seen from her before. It was exactly as Jakob had suggested. Something wasn’t quite right.

      He frowned as he looked over to her. “Is everything…”

      “It’s fine,” Visthor snapped, and there was a real hardness to his tone that Torian was accustomed to from the large man.

      Torian closed the door and then leaned against it.

      “It’s fine,” Sylvia muttered, rubbing her hand against her forehead as if she had a headache. “Things have just been a little bit complicated. We weren’t supposed to be here any longer,” she went on, “and now that we are, and now that Rusav has returned, they have walled us in…”

      “What do you mean that they have walled you in?”

      You, not us.

      Had it come to that for Torian?

      He wasn’t even sure how he felt about that. He had wanted to be a part of Sylvia’s procession, as he felt as if he belonged there ever since she had saved him. But now that he was in the university, he no longer knew where he fit, and a part of that was difficult for Torian, partly because he did not know what he was supposed to do and what he was supposed to be. He did not know how he was going to be what he wanted.

      “Rusav continued to move,” Visthor said, waving a hand. “Wolves talk.”

      “I know,” Torian said.

      Visthor looked over to him, staring at him. For a moment, Torian saw a hint of shadow flowing from him. And in that shadow, Torian felt something. Not just felt something, he heard something.

      “You can’t speak yet.”

      “But I can,” Torian said, using a bit of the shadow strand that he was pulling on.

      Visthor’s eyes widened, and he stiffened for just a long moment, and then he grinned. “You talk,” Visthor said aloud. “How about that. I bet wolf pleased.”

      “He figured it out?” Sylvia asked.

      Some of the weariness left her face as she said it, which pleased Torian.

      “The wolf was disappointed it took me as long as it did,” Torian said with a bit of a shrug, “but I was only working at the pace I could, and while I was trying to learn what I needed to do, you really weren’t as helpful as you could’ve been. You could’ve told me that I needed to find my valsahir strand so that I can use that to speak to the wolves.”

      Visthor shrugged. “I not know how,” he said. He still spoke aloud, but now there was something that came through the shadow connection as well, making it so that Torian could hear and feel just what Visthor was saying and do it in a way that was a little different than it was otherwise. Through the shadows, Visthor’s speech wasn’t nearly as accented as it was otherwise, though there still seemed to be something to the way that he said it and how he conveyed it that carried some familiarity of Visthor’s normal speech patterns. “It comes natural for me. Not for you. You valsahir. You should do this.”

      Torian moved forward, and as he leaned against the wall, he looked over to Sylvia. “The wolf speaks to me, and he told me where to find Astrid.”

      It had the expected response. Sylvia sat up and almost looked as if she was going to get to her feet, but she hesitated. “Where is she?”

      “Beneath the university. And if I’m right, she’s going to stay there, at least until I decide what’s going to happen.”

      “What do you mean that she’s going to stay there?”

      Torian hesitated as he debated what he was going to tell Sylvia and realized that maybe the best thing to tell her was the secondary aspect of why he thought that she would stay. Not that he trusted Astrid—Torian wasn’t sure that he did—but that he had a measure of holding her in place.

      “I placed containment runes around the room that she’s been hiding in. She shouldn’t be able to get out. I know that she has some rune knowledge, but she doesn’t have as much as I have.”

      Visthor started to laugh. “Listen to valsahir. He get very confident.”

      “It’s not a valsahir thing,” Torian said, but then he frowned. “At least, I don’t think that it’s entirely valsahir. It might be partly valsahir. I don’t know. I’m still trying to work through all of that. I don’t understand how that all works for me. I just know that what I do and how I do it is tied to what I’ve been learning through the university. I don’t know that I would’ve learned it otherwise. But regardless, I can hold her.”

      “Are you certain of this?” Sylvia asked.

      “Mostly,” Torian admitted.

      “Then she could escape.”

      “Even if she escapes, I think I’d be able to find her. She’s trying to free the Viper. She tells me that he left Rusav and that he’s misunderstood.”

      “And how do you feel about this?” Sylvia asked.

      Her words were soft, but there was a danger to them that Torian couldn’t quite shake. Of course, he understood the agitation that she spoke with, and of course, he knew that what she was going to say about the Viper would be tied to her experience, but he didn’t expect the heaviness to her tone. And he didn’t expect the sudden surge of one of the earth patterns. Was she trying to determine whether or not he was going to do anything?

      “I don’t know.” Torian held her gaze as he said. “When I’ve been meeting with the Viper, he’s made comments about certain things. And there is the fact that he has not tried to escape using Rusav.”

      “Rusav here to break him free,” Visthor said.

      “Maybe,” Torian said, nodding. “But Rusav might also be here to kill him. Or recapture him. I don’t even know. But I’m just saying that—”

      “How would you feel if we were talking about Tamish?” Sylvia asked.

      There was a dangerous edge to her words, and Torian knew the need to be careful here. The memory of what she had said about her family and what the Viper had done to them came back to Torian. He knew that he had to be careful here, as he knew that Sylvia had been through something that he could not even understand. How could he, as she had lost her family to a strange attack, one that he wasn’t even sure that he understood.

      But her point was not lost on him.

      “I would feel the way that you feel,” Torian admitted. “I don’t know that Tamish can be redeemed.”

      “Much like I don’t think that the Viper can be redeemed,” she said.

      “I understand.”

      “He can be manipulative. That has always been his way of operating. It makes him even more dangerous. And I’m afraid that is part of the reason that Astrid probably fell to him. Did she tell you why she wants to serve him?”

      When Torian explained what Astrid had said about her family and how the Viper could help get them free, Sylvia just nodded, almost as if she had anticipated that technique and tactic. And maybe she had.

      “It doesn’t surprise me. And given what we have experienced with Rusav, it shouldn’t surprise you, either.”

      “But if he’s offering to help her get her family back—”

      “Get them back from who? Himself?”

      “I see what you’re saying,” Torian said. “And I’m not proposing that we release the Viper. I’m just… Well, I don’t even know what I’m saying. I’m just thinking that we at least need to consider the possibility that there is more going on here than we understand.”

      “There always is,” Sylvia said softly.

      She looked down, and Visthor turned to her, studying her with a regard of concern.

      “Can I help with anything?” Torian asked.

      “Not right now,” Sylvia said. “But if Rusav moves again, you may be needed. I know that you don’t want to fight Rusav and that you want to stay at the university to study, but—”

      “I would fight Rusav,” Torian said. Sylvia smiled tightly, and Torian felt as if he had to keep going to explain more to her, especially after what he had just said. “I lost everything to them. I lost my family. Everybody I knew. I lost my home. It’s gone, Sylvia. I will fight Rusav. I will do whatever I can, learn whatever I need, to ensure that Rusav does not hurt anybody else.”

      “Good. You will be given that chance. Unfortunately, I fear that we will all be given that chance. They suggest that they have come because they intend to break him out, regardless of what you believe. And so we need to be ready.”

      Torian glanced over to Visthor, who was still studying Sylvia.

      “Is there a limit to how far I can speak to the wolves?”

      “Depends,” Visthor said, not looking over to him. “How strong is valsahir?”

      “Well, inside of the city, my valsahir connection is restricted, but outside…”

      “Then probably less restricted outside,” Visthor said.

      “Is there anything that I can do to extend my reach?”

      “Depends,” Visthor said.

      “All right,” Torian said and wondered how much Visthor would even share with him, as at this point, it felt as if Visthor was trying to be belligerent, but maybe he wasn’t. Maybe this was all just tied to his concern for Sylvia and the darkness that lingered in her gaze. “Can you give me any insight? I know that you have been working with the wolves for a long time. And maybe I can speak to them?”

      Finally, Visthor turned to him. “You have connection to one wolf. You can speak to others, but you will speak best to that one. The others may listen or may not. They choose.”

      “Well, doesn’t the wolf that I’m connected to”—Torian wasn’t sure if he was supposed to reveal the name of the wolf to Visthor, as he wasn’t sure if there was anything about that which was supposed to be kept to himself— “get to choose as well?”

      “Choice already made.”

      Torian frowned. “Wait. You mean that when I first saw a wolf, that was the wolf making its choice?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why? What did the wolves gain from the connection?”

      And it had to be something; otherwise, why would the wolves even want to bother connecting to a valsahir?

      “What do you gain from connection?”

      “I guess that I gain whatever they can understand. And the wolf has better hearing and smell and other things that I don’t have.” But it was more than that, as the wolves had given him access to the map that he had been able to use in order for him to find his way through the university underground. “But the wolf would need something more.”

      “Wolf gain more. Especially from valsahir.”

      “What does it… Oh. The shadow wolf is drawing shadow somehow through me?”

      “I not know. I not valsahir.”

      “But you can speak to wolves.”

      “It different. Wolves choose.”

      Torian wasn’t exactly sure, but at this point, he wasn’t going to keep arguing with Visthor. “So I need to test how far I can speak to the wolf if I want to understand what limitation I have.”

      Visthor nodded. “Practice. Like in anything. Practice make better. Practice makes stronger.”

      Torian just nodded.

      He wanted to say something more, but he wasn’t sure that there was anything more that he could or should say. He could see the irritation in Sylvia’s gaze, and he could see the heaviness to her, almost as if she were struggling under the weight of everything that was going on. And with that, he thought that he understood.

      He took his leave, nodding to Jakob, and decided that before he returned to the university, he would spend some time with his sister. She was the family he had left. And as he made his way along the wagons, he knew what he would do if this was Tamish that he was talking about. There would be no forgiveness. And for Sylvia, there could be none.

      But what should Torian do?
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      The explosion jolted Torian out of a deep sleep.

      He wasn’t exactly sure what the cause of it was, but he sat up in his dark university room. It took only a moment for him to use lantern-beam pattern and to send a burst of color throughout the inside of the room. It was a small space, little more than a narrow closet, and wide enough for him to keep a bed, desk, and a washbasin, and nothing more than that, but as a first-year student at the university, he wasn’t given the opportunity to have much more than that. And yet, it was still nicer than what he would’ve expected. He could’ve stayed with the wagons, as he had considered doing so in the past, but there was something about having a place at the university where he could go and rest and get up and return to his studies if he needed to.

      He sat at the edge of his bed, rubbing his eyes as he struggled to try to figure out just what was that he had felt, not at all making sense of what it was.

      He squeezed his eyes shut.

      A knock at his door caught his attention, and Torian jumped to his feet. He pulled it open, unsure who or what was going to be out there, and when he saw Sarah, her eyes wide with fear, he frowned at her.

      “What is it?”

      “I’m assuming that you felt that?”

      “I felt it,” Torian said, and he looked around and then past her. She was the only one out in the hall. The apartments in the university for the students were sparse, and the hall was poorly lit, though a few runic markers cast a bit of pale light in the lantern-beam pattern. “I don’t know what it was.”

      “Well, it has to be Rusav, doesn’t it?”

      “Why does it have to be them?” Torian asked and had a hard time trying to make sense of what was happening around him, as he had a hard time shaking some of the sleep out of his eyes. He was exhausted. He had spent some of the day looking for more answers and thinking that maybe there would be something else that he could uncover, but even as he had been wandering, he had not found anything.

      And there was still the need for him to work with some of his other instructors. Torian had been aware that Professor Order had been looking for him, and though he hadn’t necessarily been avoiding her, he had not been going after her, either. Professor Noble had left a note for him, wanting Torian to find him. And then there was Professor Erickson, who had come by the university a few times, each time hoping that Torian would have some free time.

      What did it mean that so many of the university instructors wanted Torian to work with them rather than the reverse? And they made no attempt to try to hide how eager they were to work with Torian. There was a time when he would’ve been pleased that he had university instructors coming to him and wanting information from him, but that time was past. Now Torian felt as if he needed to do just as Sarah had suggested and that he needed to try to find a way to use what he could of the instructors and what he had learned from them so that he might understand more from them, so that they didn’t take advantage of him.

      “Because it was an explosion, Torian,” Sarah said, and her gaze darted past him before turning to his face. “Can’t the…” She lowered her voice, leaning close to him, “the wolf tell you anything?”

      “I suppose,” Torian said.

      He hadn’t even considered going to Lasant to see if the wolf would offer him anything, but at this point, maybe she was right. Torian still didn’t default to using the wolf in that way, which in retrospect, was probably a mistake. He should take advantage of any and all opportunities that he had so that he could understand just what was happening. And maybe it was nothing.

      But looking at Sarah and looking at the way that she was watching him, he saw the worry in her eyes. This was somebody who had lived through an attack on the university once before.

      Was I so different?

      He had not been, though. He had been through the attack on Sarot and had seen what happened to his people, his town, and had seen the way that Rusav had been willing to destroy. If that was what was happening now, at least he was no longer helpless.

      “Come on,” he muttered and stepped into his room, briefly pulling on a pair of socks and then boots before grabbing his cloak and heading out. He hesitated a moment before turning back to his room and shuffling through some of the belongings next to his bed and pulling out the blade of earth, along with the blade of wind, and stuffing those into his cloak pocket. When Sarah looked up at him, he shrugged. “Well, if it is Rusav, I’m not going to be unprepared.”

      A flicker of relief crossed her face, which Torian felt bad about.

      “I’m not saying that it is,” he said.

      “That’s not it,” Sarah said. “It’s just that I appreciate you taking me seriously.”

      He took a deep breath, and then they headed out onto the university lawn, where there was nothing but silence around them. The night was quiet, a bit cool, and a hint of starlight came through the darkened clouds overhead. He was tempted to draw upon the shadow dispel, to try to cast away some of the darkness, but that would be only for his benefit and would probably have only a localized effect anyway. He had heard Professor Order talking about how there was a possibility of casting a wide-angle shadow dispel, but Torian had never learned how to do so.

      “Give me just a moment,” he said.

      Then he closed his eyes, focused on the strand of shadow inside of him, and thought for a moment that he needed to have an opportunity to keep practicing with the different strands of the Saith connection deep inside of him so that he could better understand the valsahir power and return to the Viper with more knowledge than he had before. For now, having the shadow was enough. At least, Torian thought that it was enough. And as he focused on it, he could feel some of that energy bubbling inside of him, and he pushed outward.

      “What was that explosion?”

      There was silence for a while. Torian didn’t know if there was too much distance or not, and he didn’t know if Lasant would even answer him, but when a response came, everything within him went cold.

      “Rusav,” Lasant said. His voice was distant as if he was struggling to try to connect.

      Torian looked over to Sarah. “Go to the wagons. Tell Sylvia and Visthor.”

      “What?”

      “The wolf says it was Rusav.”

      “You want me to go to the wagons?”

      “I have to go after the wolf. Wait. Don’t just go to the wagons. Go to the headmaster or anybody in the university that you trust and then go to the wagons, but you need to go to the wagons as well. Sylvia and Visthor need to be alerted.”

      “I thought he had a way of talking to the wolves, and you wouldn’t need for me to go to them.”

      “He should,” Torian said.

      There was something else that he thought he might be able to try. He had never attempted it with Visthor, not from this distance, but if there was a way for him to reach across the distance and speak to him, then he needed to do it. He closed his eyes, and using a sweeping of shadow, he sent out the same comment to Visthor.

      He didn’t know if it would work. And as far as he knew, there was a very real possibility that it would not work, but if it did, it might save some time.

      “What was that?” Sarah asked. “I saw—well, I felt—something. I don’t know what it was, but I could see from the expression on your face that you were doing something.”

      “I was trying to use a shadow to reach for Visthor.”

      Her eyes widened. “Will it work like that?”

      “It’s possible. Visthor has a way of connecting that is somewhat innate, and I think that, if nothing else, he can at least hear it. I don’t know, though. It may not even work for me or for him, but it’s worth a try.” Torian reached toward her. “Be careful.”

      “You be careful. Don’t go and get hurt, Torian. I need you.”

      “Do you?”

      “Well, I need you here with me in the university, as I need my study friend,” she said with a bit of a smile. Torian found himself smiling back at her.

      Why haven’t I told her about what I found with Astrid?

      It wasn’t necessarily a secret, and Torian had certainly had no difficulty telling Sylvia about what he had done and uncovered, but it was different telling Sarah, though Torian didn’t think that it should be. And maybe it really wasn’t any different. Maybe it was just that he wasn’t sure how to tell her about his hesitancy in distrusting her. That was the hardest thing for him, as he didn’t know if there was a reason he should distrust her.

      “Don’t come after us,” Torian said.

      She frowned at him. “You don’t have to worry about that. I’m not going to fight Rusav. I don’t have that ability. I never took martial theory. There are other ways I can help, though.”

      “I know. Just be safe.”

      Torian could feel the pull of Lasant, and he followed the sense of the wolf. The further that he went, the more the Torian began to feel that connection building as if the wolf were waiting for him.

      He got close to the edge of the city when he finally saw a shadowy form of the wolves prowling along the alleyway near him, and Torian raised a hand, pushed out with a bit of shadow, and connected to Lasant.

      “You were waiting for me,” Torian said.

      “You took long enough,” the wolf said.

      “I had to make plans.” He focused, and when he did, he could not feel anything more, only the shadow that came from the wolf.

      Still, it wasn’t just from Lasant. And the more Torian focused, the more it was easy for him to detect that there were other aspects of shadow that were out there, drawing to him. It was almost as if Lasant were trying to give him something but also wanting him to be aware of the fact that there were other wolves that were prowling.

      “What do we—”

      Torian didn’t get an opportunity to finish. There was another explosion. This time it felt closer. He tensed, and though he didn’t see anything, he could feel as if the pressure that had exploded had come through the Saith.

      “What are they doing?”

      He didn’t expect Lasant to have an answer, but surprisingly, there was a flicker of an image that came into Torian’s mind, almost as if it were formed out of the shadow itself. When he had that image, he made sense of just what it was that the shadow wolf was trying to tell him. It surprised him that it came so clear to him, almost as if whatever it was that Lasant was showing him was much more vibrant than what Torian would have been able to identify otherwise.

      And he saw flickers of Saith.

      Not traditional Saith. That would be different tiers of power. This wasn’t even runes. This was hazy, like strands of power that came from a valsahir.

      And with certainty, Torian thought this had to be Tamish.

      “I won’t be able to stop him,” Torian said.

      “You can keep him from killing,” Lasant said.

      And with it came another flicker of wolves.

      Torian reached into his pocket, grabbing the blade of wind, though he had considered grabbing for the blade of earth, before following Lasant through the city.

      People started to stir. He had no idea of the time of day, though it felt like it was still late. Or maybe it was early. Torian didn’t know how long he’d been sleeping before the explosion had awoken him. He glanced behind him.

      “We need to make protections to ensure that the Viper is not going to get free,” Torian said.

      “Others have done so,” Lasant said.

      Torian found that surprising, but with another stirring of an image, he realized that what Lasant meant was that other wolves were ensuring that the Viper wasn’t going to get free.

      Torian wished that he had a way of discussing that with other wolves, but maybe he never could. Visthor had made it clear that he didn’t have the right kind of connection, and maybe Torian never would be able to have the right kind of connection because even though he was valsahir, he did not have a link to those of the walls. He was lucky to have the link that he did to Lasant.

      “Do you think that they have come to rescue him or capture him?”

      “I don’t know,” Lasant said.

      Torian had taken that as all the answer that he could get. He followed the wolf. They headed beyond the border of the city, making their way east. Toward Rusav, Torian couldn’t help but note. The road was cracked, having been damaged during the previous attack, though there had been plenty of people from the university who had come through here and attempted to place different runic markers on the stones to try to repair them. None of them had been fully effective, though that was going to take time. Still, Torian was thankful that they were following the road until they didn’t. Lasant guided them off and toward the darkened trees.

      “I don’t like this,” Torian said.

      “Keep from killing,” Lasant said.

      “I get that,” he said. “It’s just that…” It was just Torian didn’t want to go into the trees on his own. He had the ability that he did, and he had a blade of wind, but he also knew what it was like when Rusav would attack. He didn’t want to end up getting caught by them. “We can wait for the others.”

      Lasant turned and leveled his golden-eyed gaze on Torian, and there was a weight that seemed to linger inside of it. It was a weight that Torian felt as if it were some part of him that was settling deep inside of him, almost as if he were trying to make sense of just what it was that the wolf was going to say to him. But it was more than that. It was a weight and a pressure that reminded him of the heaviness inside of himself from the restriction that existed there.

      “You cannot wait.”

      “Why can’t I?”

      “Because of what you are.”

      “Valsahir?” Torian said.

      The wolf seemed to growl.

      And with it, there came a pressure, almost a drawing sensation, as if the wolf wanted to keep pulling Torian away from where he was and guiding him further and further from the city and deeper into the forest.

      But if there was danger here, and if there was something that Torian could do about it, then he needed to. He took a deep breath, and he followed the wolf.

      It didn’t take long before he got deeper into the forest to the point where everything was dark and around him. He was tempted to use shadow dispel again, but now if he were to use it, he worried about revealing his presence to Rusav. He relied upon the shadow wolf and his ability to see and scout on his behalf. Torian stayed close to Lasant, practically pressing up against the shadow wolf, though he did not rest his hand on the shadow wolf’s back. He didn’t know if the wolf would allow that.

      They veered around, and at one point, Torian thought that he heard something deeper in the forest, but then it faded.

      “How much further do you intend us to go?” Torian asked.

      The shadow wolf pushed out his response to the darkness. “Not much further. I smell them.”

      “You shouldn’t bring me into—”

      Torian did not finish as he felt the shadows moving. He wasn’t the one controlling it. And he didn’t think that Lasant was doing it, either. This seemed to be from some other external entity.

      It was Rusav.

      He closed his eyes, focused on the blade of wind, and then tried to remind himself that this was what he was trained for.

      Vengeance.

      He added a hint of the lantern beam to the blade of wind before shifting it to a blade of light. Light exploded all around him and pushed back the darkness.

      And there were five Rusav soldiers in front of him.

      They seemed startled.

      Torian didn’t hesitate.

      He moved through the forms that Visthor had taught him, driving his heel into one, turning to another, but Lasant had already cut them down. Everything went still, quiet.

      Torian breathed out. “This?” Torian asked, looking around. “There isn’t anything here. Why would this be the source of the explosion?”

      He still held the blade of light mixed with the blade of wind, and he turned in place, trying to make sense of what it was that he had felt. There was no doubt in his mind that he had uncovered something that had been tied to the explosion, but the problem that Torian had was that he wasn’t exactly sure what that exposure was, nor was he sure why he had felt it the way that he had. It was obviously linked to something here and to some aspect that the Rusav soldiers had been doing, but what was it?

      Torian stepped forward and nearly stumbled. There was a large stone in front of him. He hadn’t seen it but realized now why he hadn’t. There was a bit of earth mixed within it. Strange that they would have something like that, and stranger still that it would blend into the night the way that it did.

      Then he felt it trembling.

      Torian looked up. Lasant wasn’t too far from him.

      “I think that it’s one of the elite soldiers.”

      He shifted, reaching into his pocket and pulling out the blade of earth. He swapped that with the blade of wind, as he felt as if he might be able to use the blade of earth mixed with one of his other Saith blades to help make sure that he could get through this.

      I’ve already stopped one of them before.

      He kept those thoughts in his mind.

      And then he closed his eyes, focusing for a moment, feeling for the darkness, and then pushing out a call to Visthor. He needed time if things went bad. But he also knew that he could handle this, at least to a certain extent. He wasn’t going to be caught unaware.

      “What about your others?” Torian asked the shadow wolf.

      But the wolf didn’t have a chance to answer. There was another trembling. And it came from not too far from him. Torian held up the blade of earth, and he focused a bit of light into it, mixing the two. Darkness was pushed away from him.

      And he saw his opponent.

      “Did you like my little toy?” Mother stepped forward, holding onto the hilt of the blade of earth but not having extended.

      That should’ve warned Torian.

      “This was yours?”

      “Oh, it was mine, and it is quite useful. Very few people would have felt what you felt.”

      Torian frowned. “What do you mean?”

      Sarah had felt it, hadn’t she?

      “Very few. But you did. I suspected what you were when we faced each other before. You intrigue me. And the fact that you learn from him,” she went on, tipping her head toward the city as if Visthor was there, “is a bit surprising. I had not expected him to take on any students, but partly that is because of his previous failings. I had not expected him to want to fail again.”

      “He didn’t fail.”

      The Mother started to laugh. She stepped toward him. Torian braced himself.

      “He failed. And you have failed. Soon this will be over.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      With that, Torian started toward her.

      Or at least, he tried to. Something held him. And with dawning horror, he looked down at the stone that he had nearly tripped over.

      It held him. He wasn’t sure what she had used with it, only that he could feel a power within it that was containing him. Whether it was runes or whether it was true valsahir power, it didn’t matter. Whatever it was held onto him and kept Torian from attacking. The only way that he would be able to attack the Mother was if she got close enough to him. And when he looked up at her, he saw the pleased expression in her eyes, and he knew that all of this had been a trap.

      And it had been a trap for him.
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      “You did all of this for me,” Torian said, sweeping his gaze around the forest. He didn’t see any sign of the Rusav soldiers, but there had to be some here. She wouldn’t have come alone. Then again, she had not come alone. There had been five Rusav soldiers, and Torian had been all too eager to cut them down.

      What does that make me?

      Did it make him no different than Rusav?

      That was a difficult question, and it was one that Torian did not answer to, and it was something that he’d tried not to think too deeply on, because the idea that he was no different—and no better—than Rusav was one that was painful to even contemplate.

      “Not all for you. But I was told not to kill you.”

      “By Tamish,” Torian said, figuring that had to be the key.

      “You know him.”

      Torian looked around, and as he did, he wondered if he could push out more of the darkness to try to connect to Lasant. The shadow wolf should be able to attack, and if he could, then maybe Torian could find a way to get free. Either that or Lasant could call out to some of the other shadow wolves. If they were able to work together and coordinate, maybe Torian could get out of this. The challenge for him, though, was that he didn’t know if the shadow wolves would even respond to him. He would have to call to Lasant in order for him to have an opportunity to try to convince the other shadow wolves.

      Visthor wouldn’t have that same difficulty.

      The Mother stepped forward, closer to him. She still hadn’t extended her blade of earth, but there was something about it that left Torian feeling as if she were pleased with the circumstances. She knew something.

      “I imagine right now that you are trying to speak to your creature. It is an interesting tactic. And it’s one that I think would’ve worked under other circumstances, but in this case, the circumstances are not in your favor. You will not be able to speak to that creature.”

      Torian tensed, and he squeezed the hilt of the blade of earth, wishing that he had some way to try to counter it. And he had not yet tried to attack the item that was down in front of him. There had to be something, though. He didn’t know what it would take for him to find a way to get free, but he also didn’t know whether she would be able to hold him indefinitely. He was valsahir, wasn’t he?

      She might be valsahir, as well.

      That thought intruded, reminding him of what he had experienced when he had faced her before and the fact that she was possibly valsahir and that she might have the same technique and ability as he did, left him troubled.

      But she wouldn’t have the same technique. She would know far more than him.

      “Do you have a creature that you have connected to?”

      She smiled. “Once.”

      At least that answered the question of whether or not she was valsahir.

      “What happened to your shadow wolf?”

      “As what happens to most. It was lost.”

      “Did Visthor take it?”

      There was a darkened expression on her face, and Torian knew that he had hit a nerve. He was thankful for that, as he wanted to try to torment her a little bit more. Maybe he could say something—anything—that would get through to her and perhaps even give him an opportunity to try to buy himself the time that he needed in order for him to get free. Torian didn’t know what it was going to take, but he thought that with enough time, he could find a way of escaping.

      “That one has proven challenging.”

      “You thought that you could control him. But you couldn’t.”

      “You know very little, child.”

      “There’s another one who calls me a cub,” Torian said.

      She frowned. “Is that right?”

      The expression in her eyes suggested to Torian that she knew exactly who he was referring to. He needed more information about the Viper, and at this point, he thought that the only person and the only way that he would find the information he needed was to push her and find a way of tormenting her.

      “Try what you might,” she said. “You have my blessing.”

      “Try what?” Torian asked.

      She nodded to the stone in front of him. “See if you have learned enough to escape.”

      She crossed her arms.

      Torian didn’t care much for that, as it seemed as if she were trying to test him to see what he was capable of doing, but if she wasn’t going to attack him, then maybe he needed to use this opportunity to do exactly that. Maybe there would be a way for him to escape.

      He certainly didn’t know enough on his own, but there was a possibility that if he were given a chance and time, he could find a way of exploding past this.

      And things that the headmaster had said to him came back to him then. The people of Rusav, and the soldiers, in particular, didn’t know anything about runic markers. Torian had to believe that if he had a way of placing something here now, he might find some way of breaking free. He crouched down, and as he attempted to get closer to the stone, he found that he couldn’t.

      There was a peal of laughter from the Mother.

      “That’s funny to you?”

      “Your ignorance is amusing to me, child.”

      “Because you think that I should know this?”

      “Had you been trained the way that you should have been, you would not have fallen into this trap.”

      “Is that an offer?”

      She seemed to consider, regarding him for a long moment, and then she shook her head. “It will not be up to me to train you in the way that you need to be.”

      “Tamish will not train me, either,” Torian said.

      She cocked her head to the side. “You think not?”

      “I would try to kill him again.”

      She laughed. “Again? Why, child, do you think that you succeeded the first time?”

      “No, but he didn’t succeed, either. And I don’t think that he cares much for me. Besides, there’s only one that I would prefer to train with.” He leaned close to her, straightening and still squeezing the hilt of the blade of earth. He tried to push power out through himself, wishing that he had control over the strands that the Viper had mentioned and realizing that he did not have enough control. Maybe he couldn’t have that level of control. Torian needed to try to find something, but at this point, there was no time. “I don’t suppose you know Aldrich.”

      She actually recoiled.

      Torian found himself smiling at that.

      “You do know Aldrich. Well, then, you should know that he was the very first one who taught me.”

      “Then he failed,” she said. “I suppose that shouldn’t be surprising, though it is. That one has always proven to be…”

      “Too much for you?” Torian asked. “Because he was too much for Tamish, as well. But then, you know that. What are you doing with Tamish if you don’t believe that he can succeed?”

      “Did I tell you what I believe?”

      “No,” Torian said. “But you aren’t with him here either. I don’t know what you plan or why you plan it, but I know that you—”

      Pain suddenly blasted through him.

      Torian had never felt anything quite like it before. It felt as if every nerve in his body suddenly activated, and a burning sensation began to race along his flesh. He screamed.

      He nearly dropped the blade of earth, but something in his mind, some inherent and intrinsic part of him, triggered him, and warned him against it. Managing to hold onto it was his greatest feat so far.

      Gradually, the pain began to ease but not quickly enough. Torian struggled with it, wishing that he had an opportunity to try to understand just what she had done. The technique was unlike anything that he had ever felt before.

      “As I said,” the Mother remarked, taking another step toward him. It occurred to Torian that maybe she was a bit hesitant because she didn’t know how well-confined he was. She was acting as if she was confident in her ability to hold onto him, but then there was the hesitancy with which she approached. “You know very little, child. If you knew more, you would not have ended up in this circumstance.”

      “And if you didn’t fear me, you wouldn’t be coming so slowly toward me.” He swept his gaze around. “Do you hear that?”

      It actually got her attention, which Torian appreciated. He was thankful for the fact that she had to pause for a moment and tilted her head to the side, listening. Torian wanted to smile, but he needed the opportunity. Once again, he attempted to push downward, thinking that if nothing else, he might find a way of breaking free from what she had done. If it was valsahir power, he should have some way of overpowering it.

      She started to laugh. “Interesting. You believe that you have their help.” She flicked her fingers forward, and Torian found himself levitating.

      He tried to fight, he tried to resist, but nothing worked.

      “There is silence, child. That is what I hear. And that is all you will hear. Now we will bring you to your fate.”

      Which meant that she was going to bring him to Tamish. Torian thought that might actually be reasonable were it not for the fact that he did not know enough to handle Tamish.

      He may have learned techniques for martial theory, but he did not know enough to handle himself against somebody like Tamish. And there was also the fact that he was not even trained as a valsahir. Tamish, on the other hand, knew far more than Torian. Torian might know some of the primary and additional tears of power, but would that be enough against somebody like him?

      The answer was obvious and easy. He knew that it would not be.

      He floated, dragging along with her.

      The entire time, Torian thrashed, trying to fight his way free. Nothing worked. He felt as if there was some barrier within him that was pressing down.

      And it made him angry. He had felt a barrier like that for too much of his life, and he did not want to have it happen to him again. And yet, Torian did not know if there was anyway to fight through this that would break him free .

      He knew that he was captive.

      The Mother was quiet as she dragged him to the forest, and Torian could not do anything to counter it. He hated that.

      She had called him a child, and in this case, and the way that she was moving him, he felt exactly like a child. At one point, she glanced back at him, almost as if knowing his thoughts.

      He settled his mind. Panicking would do nothing.

      There was another way for him to try to approach this. And as she was pulling on him, an idea came to him. She would not have known about the colansar trees.

      Once she had gotten past that barricade, what would Torian feel?

      What would she feel?

      But maybe she wouldn’t know the difference. She might know that she was diminished, but she wouldn’t know the reason for it. If Torian could take that momentary opportunity, there was a very real possibility that he could use a surge of power and find his way to freedom.

      All hope of rescue started to go away as he realized that they were no longer alone in the forest. Torian couldn’t see very clearly, because he suspected that the Mother was using some aspect of dark to try to shield other things around him, including the shadow wolf, but he grew vaguely aware of other soldiers. He didn’t know if any of them were the elite soldiers or whether they were all typical Rusav soldiers, but the fact that there were so many others in the trees around them suggested to Torian that there wasn’t going to be an easy way for him to get out of this. And maybe there wouldn’t be any way at all for him to escape. He would need to first escape from whatever it was that the Mother had used to try to hold onto him, and then he would have to try to overpower her while also fighting off these other soldiers.

      It would be too much.

      The only way that it might work would be if others were aware of his need.

      Torian had attempted to send out a call for help, using the shadows and his connection to the shadow wolf, but even as he had done that, there had been no way for him to find that. He didn’t know if it would work if he were to try again.

      He got lost in thought, and when they passed beyond the border of the trees that ringed the city, constricting the power that was held there, Torian felt a brief flash.

      It was faint, but it was distinct.

      There was still a heaviness on him, but now there was a different kind of heaviness.

      No longer did he feel as if he was trying to fight off the heaviness coming from the trees along with the heaviness that the Mother was using on him. Torian was accustomed to pushing past restrictions, as that had been something that he had dealt with his entire life.

      Why couldn’t he try it now?

      He pushed.

      It felt no different than it had felt when he had first learned to heave past the restriction that he had been needing to deal with when he was younger. And as he heaved on that, Torian began to feel some part of it shifting.

      It was enough for him to feel a thread of the valsahir power.

      He thought about how he was going to use it, but in this case, he decided that the safest and most sensible way for him to use it was to grab for that hazy strand of dark and then push out on a shadow communication. He sent out a call for help. He hoped that Lasant and the other shadow wolves would hear him. He hoped that maybe even Visthor would hear him. He had no idea if any of it would work, but at this point, he had no choice but to keep trying to fight.

      The Mother glanced back at him. “Stronger than I was giving you credit for,” she said.

      And with that, the power collapsed down on him again.

      He was still floating, and yet, though Torian was trying to fight past it, he could not get beyond it. He could feel the way that she was holding onto that power and the way that she was constricting that around him, and as he felt it, he attempted to try to push past it, but even as he did, there wasn’t anything that he could do with it. It was too potent for him, and it was pressing through him in a way that seemed as if it were designed for him. It was not at all dissimilar to that restriction that he had felt when he was younger and left him thinking that if she was using something along those lines, it was a distinct and similar type of power.

      But it was odd that it would be so similar.

      He tried to keep fighting, attempting to keep pushing, but every time that he got close to trying to break free from what she was doing, finding some way of getting past the restriction that was there, he felt her squeezing down upon him again. She was aware of him and aware of the way that he was attempting to do it.

      Then he heard something.

      For a moment, Torian thought that he had heard it out loud, but that wasn’t it. It was deep within him and buried in some faint, vague sort of connection.

      Buried in the shadows.

      Shadow wolves.

      And they were coming.

      Torian listened for the sound of the shadow wolves, half-expecting that they would make some sort of a grand charge toward him but could not tell.

      Would they be fast enough?

      And better yet, would they even be able to do anything, or would the Rusav soldiers be strong enough to be able to overpower the shadow wolves—and possibly destroy them?

      Lasant’s fear of Rusav came back to him. They feared the killing.

      And Torian did not want to be responsible for that; he did not want the shadow wolves to be destroyed because of him. It would be better if it was just him.

      And so, as he felt the calling of the shadow wolves and the fact that they were coming toward him, he wanted nothing more than to try to push them back and warn them away, but he didn’t have the strength. When he felt the trembling of earth, a trembling that suggested that there were other elite soldiers, Torian felt a rising fear bubbling within him.

      The Mother glanced back at him, and a dark smile crossed her face.

      She had planned for all of this.
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      Torian strained to try to find a way to break free, but the pressure on him made it too difficult to do so.

      Pressure was something that Torian could handle. It was something that he had dealt with for so much of his life, connected as he was to the valsahir power, and had had his connection and that ability separated from him in a way that made it so that he could not reach for the power that he belonged to, without having anything trying to crush that out of him.

      He was not going to allow the Mother to succeed. It seemed as if whatever it was that she was using was beneath him, buried in that stone. And that was the weight.

      Torian had been trying to focus on the weight inside of himself, but that wasn’t necessary this time. There was a weight, but the weight was an actual physical weight.

      So he focused on it.

      He had valsahir connection inside of himself, and he could shift his own penis off to the side, and now that he was outside of the colansar trees, Torian had access to even more power than he would’ve otherwise. Why should he be restricted?

      He pushed down.

      He didn’t even focus on any aspect, not thinking about any training that he had from the university. This was unstructured power. And Torian had seen what unstructured power could do.

      It was destructive.

      That was what Torian needed now. He didn’t need to have any sort of structured magic. He needed to try to overpower whatever it was that the Rusav soldiers—and the Mother—were trying to do to hold him in place. Torian thought that he might even be able to destroy it if only he had an opportunity to keep pushing on it and have a chance to shatter the power that was there. The more that he pushed, the more that he could feel that weight, and the more that he wondered if perhaps there would be no way for him to slide it away.

      Why slide it?

      When he used the power against that heaviness inside of himself, Torian had always needed to slide it out of the way, but in this case, he did not need that.

      He needed to shatter it.

      Aldrich’s warning bloomed large in his mind. It reminded him of what would happen if he were to call upon too much power and too much of that energy, and it reminded him of what Aldrich had said could happen to him. He could be burned out.

      But he couldn’t escape otherwise.

      Torian had felt the power of the Saith and that pure, true power, before.

      Somehow, he needed to find a way to reach for that.

      It was a memory. It was vague and faint, but it was definitely there. And Torian thought about how he had latched onto that power and how he had told that entity that he did not want all of it.

      Maybe now he did want all of it.

      Torian pushed.

      There was a strange stirring deep inside of him.

      It came from someplace else. Torian wasn’t sure what it was, only that it felt like it was bubbling up from a buried energy deep in him, and it required that Torian continue to push, forcing more and more of that power through him.

      And he felt something hot working through him.

      At first, he thought that it was the Mother pushing through him again, using the strange power that she had to try to harm him, but that wasn’t what it was. He didn’t know what this was, only that it felt familiar to him. The more that he pushed, the more Torian could feel that energy and the more that he thought that he could even use that. And there was some part of it that was pressing through him, some part of it that seemed to be responding to him, and some part that latched onto something else.

      And it was that something else that Torian had to find his way past.

      Then it exploded. Not only the power inside of him but the stone beneath him.

      There was a loud, shrieking thundering, and Torian collapsed to the ground.

      He couldn’t move.

      Pain rocked him, working through him in a way that left him incapacitated.

      He felt a presence coming toward him, and he held out his hand. He had the blade of earth in hand, and he tried to push some of that power out through him, through the blade of earth. It was unstructured. Torian didn’t think that he had time, energy, or the mental capacity right now to try to form anything in any sort of structure. Instead, he simply unleashed that power.

      When he did, it felt as if there was a beam of pale light that exploded all around him. He turned, sweeping it from side to side, and heard shouts that were suddenly silenced.

      Then there came the sound of wolves.

      They were from all over.

      They howled, the sound of the wolves coursing into the darkness, feeling the night.

      Torian tried to push through himself, trying to use what he was connected to, for him to try to feel for the wolves and to see if they would come to him. He needed to reach for Lasant, but Torian didn’t know if he could. He could feel that energy within him, but there wasn’t any way for him to peel away a singular strand for him to reach for the shadow to communicate with Lasant.

      Something was coming closer to him.

      Torian tried to raise his hand and point his blade of earth toward the Mother, thinking that it had to be her, given that he knew that she was coming at him.

      All around him, he heard more howling. There was an energy that was there, and more than that, there was something unpleasant. Rusav?

      Whistling crackled against the darkness. Light blazed. He saw movement, but he couldn’t tell who was coming closer to him.

      Torian stirred, trying to get to his feet.

      He could not. Nothing worked for him.

      He felt a trembling.

      Torian jerked his head around, and he thought that he was going to find the Mother, but she was not there. Instead, he saw another of the elite soldiers.

      He crawled to his knees, and he staggered forward.

      What was he doing?

      That thought came to him, as Torian didn’t know if he had strength for him to fight. This was ridiculous for him to even consider doing so, especially given his current state and how he was feeling. But at this point, he felt as if he had to do something, even if it was little more than distracting. The wolves were howling around him, and their voices kept echoing in the darkness, making Torian think that they were close enough that he could help them. Wasn’t that what he wanted to do?

      He certainly didn’t want the wolves to die.

      When he felt another trembling of earth, Torian focused on the source of it. He raised his hand, still holding onto the blade of earth, though it was not extended. Still, without having any control, Torian pushed out through the blade of earth, at least through the hilt of it, and he felt that being of unstructured power explode.

      There was a surge of light, and then the elite soldier causing the trembling of earth just disappeared. Torian staggered, stumbling.

      His mind burned, everything within him raw and aching.

      He had to keep upright.

      He needed time. He needed to allow more of the university attackers to get here to stop Rusav. He needed to save the wolves.

      He tried to call out to Lasant, but his mind wasn’t working the way that it needed to. And as he focused on that valsahir connection inside of himself, the only other thought that he had was that this was exactly what it was that Aldrich had warned them about and that he was going to burn off the power inside of himself. Once he did, Torian feared what would happen to him and how much he would be changed. He might be forever altered, no longer able to reach for that valsahir power.

      And at this point, Torian didn’t care. He needed to keep fighting.

      There was more trembling.

      He couldn’t see it. He could feel it. And strangely, it seemed as if there was a flash in his mind, though he didn’t know if it came from the wolves or from what he felt from this strange and savage connection to the valsahir power.

      He turned toward that energy, pointed the blade of earth, and unleashed unstructured power through it once again. There was a trembling and a stirring of power, and then it exploded across the distance and shattered that flash that he had seen.

      Everything went dark.

      Not everything, though. Once again, there was another flash in his mind. And again, there was a trembling of earth, which Torian started to follow.

      He turned, raising the blade of earth, and then again unleashed unstructured power from him. It was too much. He collapsed to his knees. He was still holding onto the blade of earth, trying to point toward another of the attackers, but he couldn’t.

      All around him, he could still hear the wolves. He didn’t know if they were calling to him over the shadows or if they were howling against the night. Regardless, the sound of their voices was reassuring to him.

      Where was Visthor? Where were the others from the university? Where were Rusav?

      Torian worried about what was going to happen and whether he had enough time to keep fighting, as he did not think that he did. He attempted to push more through himself, to try to stabilize himself, but the strength was not there.

      He sank all the way to the ground. Everything inside of him ached. His skin felt as if it were burning. His insides felt raw. And his head pounded in a way that Torian had never felt before.

      He had to survive. He had to get free.

      He tried crawling to his hands and knees, but everything ached too much, and he sank back down. He felt movement around him. At first, he thought that maybe the shadow wolves were coming for him, trying to protect him, but that didn’t seem to be the case. He could hear them, and though he still wasn’t entirely sure if he could hear them through the shadows or if he was hearing them aloud, it didn’t matter. Torian thought that they were going to come for him and give him some protection, but they never did. And yet, something came for him.

      He tried turning toward it, trying to brace for whatever it was that he was detecting, but even as he attempted to do so, he did not know what this was, and he did not know how he could protect himself from it—if at all.

      Then he raised his hand again. When he did, he tried to summon more of the valsahir power through him, but it didn’t work. He had called upon too much. And perhaps, he had burned it off of himself.

      Would it matter if he had stopped the Mother?

      As he started to fade, his mind getting too heavy for any other conscious thought, he knew the answer. It mattered if he couldn’t stop Tamish.
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      Torian awoke to light all around him.

      At first, he thought that he was back in the Saith, back when he had first encountered them with the strangeness when he had battled Tamish, but that didn’t seem to be the case. This was an artificial light with hints of orange and a bit of red streaking on it, telling Torian that it was a strange and perhaps imperfect runic marker.

      He tried to lift his head, but it was throbbing, and he gave up. Instead, he rolled his head off to the side. Everything around him was blurry and hazy, and it made it difficult for Torian to pick up on anything. He attempted to move, but he could not. What was worse, Torian had no idea where he was, but worried that he was now a captive.

      Had Rusav managed to hold onto them?

      He didn’t feel as if he was bound. He suspected that if he would’ve been captured, they would’ve tied his hands and his legs together, anticipating that they would need to keep him from using any of his sahir connections. Either that, or they would’ve used something similar to the way that the university instructors had found the Viper, keeping him from using his valsahir connection.

      Then again, what he had seen from the Mother suggested that they didn’t need anything quite like that. He needed to know if he could reach for that power. He felt the weight inside of himself, and then he gradually, gently tried to slide it to the side.

      He could do so.

      It was heavy, and for a moment, Torian thought that he had permanently harmed himself, but he realized it wasn’t the heaviness from anything that he had done to himself so much as it was a heaviness that was tied to how tired he was. He simply could not push on it as strongly as he had before.

      He sat back, looking up at the ceiling. He felt like he had seen this place before.

      He blinked and then brought a hand up. At least that worked.

      He rubbed a knuckle into his eyes and then tried to open them again.

      “You’re awake,” a familiar voice said.

      “Astrid?”

      He felt her moving close to him, and Torian turned, rolling over. He was in Astrid’s little hideout. “You escaped.”

      She snorted. “Did you really think your runic markers were going to hold me in place? I’ve been studying runes, Torian. I have some understanding of how they work. It’s a simple matter to add features to them to change the purpose of them. And rather than holding me in place, they now offer a nice measure of protection to my home. So I suppose I should say thank you for that.”

      “How am I here?”

      “Because I got you,” she said.

      Torian tried to sit up again, but he couldn’t. He didn’t think that she had done anything to him, but at this point, he simply didn’t know. If she had used one of the runes that she had been studying, trying to hold him with it, then there may not be anything that he would be able to do. If she had placed a series of runes around the bed, assuming that was where he was, she could keep him trapped in place for quite a while.

      “I didn’t do anything to you,” she said. “If that’s your concern. I’ve never tried to hurt you.”

      Torian opened his mouth, but then he clamped it shut again. She was right. She had never tried to hurt him. She might have betrayed them, but she had never harmed him.

      “What do you mean that you got me?”

      “Well, I felt the same thing as you did, I suspect.” She leaned close, and though her face was a bit hazy, Torian was able to make out some of her features again. “You felt Rusav attacking. And you went for them.”

      “I felt an explosion.”

      “It was strange.” She leaned back, scratching at her chin. “I would’ve expected others to have responded, but there weren’t any. It was like… Well, it was like a valsahir summons.”

      “Which means that you are valsahir.”

      “Well, obviously,” she said. “I don’t have your same potential,” she said with a shrug, “at least, not that I have compared myself to you, though from everything that I’ve seen from you, I think that you are quite a bit stronger than I ever will be. But I do have a connection.”

      “Which means that you can speak to the shadow wolves?”

      She shook her head. “Not yet. Or maybe not at all. I think they’re still upset with me.”

      “You were the one to harm them,” Torian said.

      “No. I wasn’t. But I think they blame me and Johan for what we did with the attack around the city.” She shrugged. “Everything has a price, Torian.”

      “Why did you bring me back here?”

      “How did you break free?”

      “What?” Torian didn’t feel as if his mind was working quite right yet, as that wasn’t the kind of question that he would’ve expected from her.

      “You broke free from the siralt stone. How did you do it?”

      That must be the name for the strange stone that had been holding him.

      “I don’t know,” Torian said. “I was trying to latch onto the valsahir connection and pushed, similar to how I pushed when I was trying to get past my own restriction. Because I had to deal with restriction my entire life, I had felt like something like that before. It was just a matter of familiarity, I suppose.”

      “So it can be bypassed?”

      “Well, considering I have no idea what it is or how it works, I guess I would say yes? But when I did it, I think I poured too much power out. I changed something for myself. I feel…” Torian wasn’t exactly sure how he felt, but he had been concerned that he was going to end up injured, though it didn’t feel like that was the case. “Well, I guess I feel tired. And maybe I’m going to recover just fine.”

      “Good. I’m going to need that.”

      “I’m not going to help you break out the Viper. I don’t know that I could.”

      She frowned at him, leaning forward. “I’m not asking for that. I never asked for that.”

      “When I was here before, you made it clear that you were trying to do something with these runes so that you could free him.”

      She snorted, and it sounded as if she were irritated. “You don’t pay attention, do you?”

      “Well, I was trying to pay attention, but at this point, I don’t even know what I’m doing, and I don’t even know what I’m feeling, so I suppose he would say that I wasn’t paying attention. Tell me what I should have noticed.”

      “I’m not trying to save the Viper, though I do think I need to get him free so that I can continue my training to get to my parents. No. I want your help saving my brother. I need you to release Johan.”
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      Torian was exhausted.

      He wasn't even sure how to react after what Astrid had asked of him. Though, he understood that her request was difficult and perhaps even dangerous for him. She wanted him to break out Johan, but that was not something that Torian thought that he could—or should—do.

      He found his way back into the main part of the university, stumbling through to see it awash with activity. More instructors than he could remember were out and active, picking their way through the halls, but they were doing more than just picking their way through the halls. They seemed as if they were placing additional runic markers and making protections as if they were preparing for war.

      But, of course, they would be preparing for war. That was what was here and that was what was coming.

      His head pounded. He tried not to think about what that meant and about the danger. Given what he had encountered, he was still concerned. He needed to find the headmaster and alert her of what had happened. How would he explain how he escaped, though?

      Torian felt a measure of hesitation, as he felt a measure of concern about whether or not he should betray what Astrid had said to him, especially given the fact that the only reason that he had escaped was because of what Astrid had done on his behalf. By the time he reached the headmaster's office, he had found the door slightly ajar, and several other people inside. Including Sylvia.

      Sylvia turned to him, racing over and grabbing him, turning him from side to side, before shoving him back.

      "What happened?" the headmaster asked, striding forward. She moved past an older, dark-haired man that Torian had not seen before; his dress was not of the university. Navarin military, he presumed.

      Torian blinked, looking around. "I was captured," he said.

      Sylvia sucked in a breath.

      "I managed to break free. Once we got past the trees, I was able to draw upon my power more effectively."

      Torian realized the Navarin military man had frowned at him, and he wasn't exactly sure what to make of the man's expression, only that it seemed as if he were irritated that Torian was here.

      "Good," the headmaster said. "It was good that you alerted us, as well. There is something you need to see."

      "Now?" Sylvia asked. "The boy has barely found his way back to us."

      "He needs to see it."

      "I need to continue my preparations," the other Navarin military man said, nodding to the two others that were with him.

      Both looked as if they were dressed the same, so Torian suspected that they were a part of the military, as well. Given the Rusav attacks, he suspected that it was all tied to an increasing military presence.

      Once they left them, Sylvia looked at Torian. "Did they do anything to you?"

      Torian shook his head. "Building to let Visthor know that it was the Mother."

      She scowled. "That one. He was lucky to escape from her once. He can be quite blinded by her."

      "I've seen that," Torian said.

      "Well, if you've seen it, then you recognize that he should not be around her. She's too dangerous for him."

      "I agree," Torian said.

      "Good. I suppose if you are well enough, then I will get back to the wagons and make sure they are secured." She looked over to the headmaster. "I disagree with this, but if you think it is necessary, then…"

      The headmaster nodded. "It is necessary."

      Torian wondered what was going on, but he felt as if they were at least going to involve him, which meant that they were going to show him what was going on.

      Once Sylvia left, he looked to the headmaster.

      "Are you well enough that you can come with me? If you were captured, you may need some rest."

      "I think I'm well enough," Torian said. He had no idea how long he'd been gone. "It was hard to get away, but…"

      "It’s good that you managed," she said. "And if you’re feeling well enough, then you are truly needed for this. I was hoping that we wouldn't have to send a search party out for you."

      She was hoping? Which left Torian wondering if they would've been willing to do that. He tried not to think like that and liked to believe that he was somehow useful—valuable, even—for the university and for Corsalt as a whole, but was he? There was a part of him that didn’t even know if he really was.

      She guided him out of the university, and they only went a block away from the main part of it before she slowed, stopping near a building that was heavily guarded with both university sahir and military presence.

      "Did you move the Viper?"

      "No," she said. "This is something else."

      She swept inside, and Torian saw what looked to be an old barn with the horse stalls having been converted to cells. Bars stretched from floor to ceiling, and most of them had runic markers on them, though they were not as heavily marked as the bars in the Viper's cell. She guided him along until they stopped at a particular cell where Torian's breath caught.

      "Jensen," he looked over to the headmaster, then back to the boy. He looked dirty, ragged, and incredibly weary. Torian had not seen him since the attack on their home village. He had known that he'd been captured and taken away by Rusav, but…

      "We found him and others," she said, sweeping her hand around behind her, "following the attack. Visthor and his friends," she went on, wrinkling her brow as she said it, which suggested to Torian that she meant it. "The shadow wolves managed to get to them. He had several of our sahir with him, and it was a good thing that he did. They fought."

      "They fought Visthor?"

      "They fought against Corsalt," she said.

      Torian blinked. "They were captured," Torian said. "At least Jensen was captured. I don't know any of the others." He had been hoping that maybe he would find some of the others from his village, but there really weren't any others. But the fact that they had found anyone at all suggested that these were others from other villages that had been captured. How many had suffered the same way? "He wouldn't have attacked. He wanted to come to the university."

      "This one is powerful," she said. "Young, but he would have made an excellent university candidate."

      "He still could," Torian said.

      "It is… unlikely," she said.

      Torian stepped over to the bars, and Jensen still hadn't looked up at him. He was crouched near the back of the cell, knees curled up to his chest, seated on a small bench. His toe worked in a pattern, as if he were attempting to make a runic mark, and it left Torian thinking that he might be able to escape.

      "Sylvia thought you might recognize some of them, and so I wanted to bring you here to see if you did."

      "You just wanted to bring me here to show me that you aren't willing to help them?"

      "No," she said. "We will keep them here and try to help them as much as possible," she said. "At least, until they can become trustworthy. We have some experience with this. It is not the first time that we have dealt with Rusav taking some of our young and capable. But unfortunately, it is unlikely that we will be able to do much for them. We also have much experience with that, Mr. Ranth."

      "Can I talk to him?"

      "You can talk as much as you want. But do not release him."

      "I…"

      Torian looked back at her, and she was staring at him with a hard-eyed expression. When he turned his attention back to the cells, he nodded. "I won't."

      She left him.

      Torian felt as if everything was getting to be too much.

      It was bad enough that Rusav had attacked. Then again, he had expected that. Given everything that he had encountered ever since he had left his village, he had been living in constant fear of another attack. Corsalt was as safe as any place that he had been, or at least that was what he had believed, but even now, he began to question if Corsalt truly could be safe the way that he wanted.

      And seeing Jensen…

      It was strange. It reminded him of when he had seen his sister and managed to rescue her. He was not ready for this, and yet, he needed to try to get through to him.

      Jensen had been his friend. He hadn't had very many friends when he had been at the school and Sarot. Jensen had been the only one.

      He had been so talented. So capable. He had so much potential.

      "Jensen?" Torian said, approaching the bars. "It's Torian."

      There was a slight shift in Jensen's posture, but he didn't look up.

      "You’re in Corsalt. The university, even."

      There was no response.

      "I figured out how to reach the sahir power," Torian said. He leaned on the bars, and for a moment, he wondered if that was a mistake. He couldn't feel anything, but he did recognize that there may be a danger in him, leaning on the bars that way, a danger that would come from him risking too much.

      "I had some sort of a restriction inside of me. I managed to figure out how to move it. I'm actually kind of strong," Torian said. It felt strange sharing that with him, but at the same time, it was something that he needed to say. If anybody would've been happy for him, it would be Jensen, he knew.

      "And I've learned quite a bit at the university. You could, too."

      "They don't want me," Jensen said, his voice quiet, weak.

      "What? You have talent. You always did. You are the strongest that we’ve seen in quite some time. I'm so sorry that I wasn’t able to find you. I tried. I managed to get my sister and some of the others, but most of our village was…"

      Torian realized that was a mistake. He shouldn't be sharing that much with him, and he certainly didn't want to share with Jensen that the village had been nearly destroyed. That was only going to make him more withdrawn.

      "They hurt me, Torian," Jensen said. He looked up, and there was a haunted look in his eyes. "They hurt me, and then they saved me. I can do things that I couldn't do before."

      "Dangerous things," Torian said.

      "Dangerous, but that's because we are dangerous."

      "We?"

      "You," Jensen said, and there was a darkness that clouded his features. "Yeah. You. Navarin. That's what's dangerous."

      "Navarin isn't dangerous, Jensen. Navarin is—”

      "Dangerous," Jensen said, and he got to his feet. He looked a little unsteady. It was almost as if he was underfed. It was almost as if he had been held shackled.

      How had he been found?

      "They can help you," Torian said.

      But even as he said it, he wasn't exactly sure if there was going to be much that would be able to be done. He thought about what the headmaster had said, how they had found other people like this before, and how they had struggled.

      He had thought about Jensen often since he had found his sister, but not as often as he probably should have. When he had first reached Corsalt, Torian had wanted nothing more than to help find others that had been captured, but that thought had gradually started to fade as he had started to learn about his own potential and about what he could do.

      Now Torian had avoided what he should have been doing. He owed Jensen his help. He had been his friend at a time when Torian did not have all that many friends.

      "I can help you," Torian said.

      "It won't matter. They’re going to keep coming. They’ll never stop."

      "Why?"

      "Because of him."

      "The Viper?"

      "No. They want him. He’s a bad man, Torian."

      Torian inhaled slowly. He knew that he was. But during his conversations with the Viper, Torian started to feel a little differently about the Viper. He realized the danger in that, and he realized that if he were to feel a growing affection for him that it would only end up with him betraying people that he cared about.

      "And Tamish?"

      Jensen stiffened.

      "He's a bad man, too," Torian said.

      "He teaches," Jensen said.

      "And what sort of things does he teach?"

      They had wanted Jensen because of his potential. Did that mean that Jensen was valsahir? There had to be others who had that ability within Navarin, even though they had barely found anyone. There had to be others that were like Torian.

      He couldn't be unique here.

      And given what he knew of Rusav and the fact that there were other valsahir there, it was suggested to Torian that it wasn't all that unique. Why Navarin, then? What was it about here and their people that made it different for them?

      Those were questions for another time. Maybe a time when there wasn't a war.

      But they still snuck into Torian's mind.

      "You shouldn't have come here, Torian."

      "Jensen…"

      He saw Jensen trying something. Tracing something. Not a rune, though.

      He was making a pattern. It was a dangerous one. Torian sensed it.

      "Don't do this, Jensen."

      "They told me that we had no choice."

      "They?"

      "We had to do this. It’s our sacrifice. We had to…"

      Jensen sagged to the ground.

      Torian leaned forward, looking inside. He could tell that Jensen had started something, but he had stopped, as well. Whatever pattern and power that he was attempting to summon had faded, thankfully. Torian had no idea what more he wanted to do.

      He backed away from the bars of the cell, and he looked along the inside of the repurposed barn. There had to be another dozen or so people here. All of them were different ages, some as young as Jensen and some Torian's age.

      All of them would've been powerful enough that they would've had an opportunity to train at the university. So much lost potential.

      But then, in a war with Rusav, wasn't that always going to be the case? It seemed as if that was all that the war really offered. Loss. Suffering. Destruction.

      And that was what Torian had gained from it.

      He swallowed. It was hard. His mouth was dry. He felt anger, and he felt a sense of helplessness. It was the same feeling that he had when he had been captured by the Mother. Were it not for his ability to reach for something powerful and maybe get past the boundary formed by the colansar trees, he might not have been able to have escaped. He'd gotten lucky.

      Would that happen again?

      Torian moved out of the barn. He didn't know.

      Much like he didn't know if there was going to be anything that he would be able to do to bring an end to this.

      He needed to know what was going on with the Viper. He needed to know why they had come looking for him. He needed to know if there was anything that the Viper knew that would help.

      And in order for him to get to all of that, he might need to use Astrid.

      Not help. He wasn't entirely convinced that he wanted to help her.

      But that didn't mean that he couldn't use her. She had used him, after all. And if she were willing to use him, then maybe he needed to be willing to use her. To stop a war, Torian had to do whatever was necessary, didn't he?

      But if he did that, would it make him any different than Rusav?
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      The outside of Professor Thomas’s room was dim, darkened, to the point where Torian was left with questions about whether or not there was anything here tied to the runic markers that had been placed. He didn’t think so, but Torian just didn’t know, and the possibility that there might be, left him with a certain sense of unease.

      He wasn’t sure how he felt about what Astrid asked of him. He didn’t trust her, not really, but he understood her, and he understood what she was going through.

      He hesitated in front of it, knowing that what he wanted was to get inside and ask Professor Thomas a few questions and see whether he would even be willing to work with Torian about his concern for Johan, but Torian understood it was likely—and probable—that Thomas wouldn’t permit him to do so, especially if Torian revealed to him the reason that he wanted.

      He should’ve gone to Sarah, as Sarah deserved to know what was going on and would likely be concerned for him, as well. And more than that, there was a part of Torian that started to wonder if he should have gone to Sylvia.

      Not to the headmaster, though. That thought surprised him, though maybe it shouldn’t... How was he supposed to explain to the headmaster what he had been through and what they still might have to deal with when it came to Astrid and her reasoning for wanting him to get in and try to find her brother?

      Finally, Torian approached and then knocked at the door.

      There was a bit of pressure against him. There was a part of him that wondered if he might be able to find something within the runic markers that would help free the power from the door and unlock what was trapped there, as he suspected that there was something within it that might be tied to preventing anybody from breaking in.

      When the door came open, Professor Thomas frowned at him. “Mr. Ranth. I had not expected to see you today.”

      He tried to see past Professor Thomas, but it was difficult for him to do so. Professor Thomas’s room was darkened. “I wanted to talk to you about some of the different creatures that we have been dealing with.”

      Professor Thomas frowned at him, but at the mention of the creatures, his expression perked up. Torian had anticipated that it would, knowing that Professor Thomas was intrigued by what Torian had learned about various creatures that had attacked him and had affected his ability to reach for the sahir power. He didn’t think that Professor Thomas knew that he was valsahir, but even if he did, he didn’t know that it would make much of a difference.

      “Ordinarily, I think that would be delightful, Mr. Ranth. In fact, I do think that there are quite a few different things that you could help me understand. The challenge, unfortunately, is there are certain things that I still have yet to complete.”

      “I see. And I can’t then, even for a moment?”

      “Unfortunately, I do not think it is a good time for it right now.”

      Torian took a deep breath. “Can you at least give me an update on Johan?”

      “The boy is as well as he can be,” he said. “Unfortunately, he has been struggling to fully recuperate. I have been trying to offer him as much healing as possible, but as you are likely aware, some of the things that we have been dealing with in the city and some of the different creature attacks that we have undergone have made that difficult.”

      “I didn’t realize he had suffered from a creature attack.”

      As far as Torian had known, it all had been tied to what Professor Order had done, the way that she had used the shadow on him. He wouldn’t have expected that there would’ve been anything more than that.

      He knew enough about the dark and had learned about shadow from Professor Order, enough so that Torian had to believe that he could help reverse the effect of whatever it was that Professor Order’s power had done to him.

      “I don’t even know the identity of the creature. But then again, when it comes to this sort of thing and what this young man has experienced, I also don’t know that it makes much of a difference. Given his willingness to attack the university, after all, there is only so much that can be done for him.”

      The comment surprised Torian. He would’ve expected Professor Thomas to have been unwilling to try to help Johan just because he had been a part of the attack.

      “I would love to work with you more if there is time.”

      “You can check with me in a few days. Things might turn around and perhaps even slow down a little bit.”

      “I will.”

      He might need to sneak in but would have to be careful doing so to ensure that he didn’t anger the headmaster. She was certainly someone who could still teach him. And given that Rusav was pressing an attack and that Torian had been overpowered so easily, he couldn’t help but feel as if he needed to keep pushing and learning as much as possible.

      He wandered for a little while until he eventually found his way to Professor Noble, who he worked with for a little while, working his way through some of the runes and trying to follow some of the flow that was there. When Torian attempted to push him so that he could learn more about sub-runes and the proper way to mingle some of the sub-runes, Professor Noble redirected him back to experimenting with the flow of the primary runes and some of the variant forms.

      “There has to be something that I can learn from it,” Torian said.

      “I would really appreciate it if we continue to work on the flow of the rune forms that I have been trying to encourage you to learn,” Professor Noble said.

      “I understand,” Torian said, “but I also would like to benefit from this.”

      As soon as he said it, he realized his mistake. Professor Noble gave him a strange look, one that seemed to regard Torian with irritation. Was it just the fact that Torian had even bothered to make a comment about his interest in trying to learn different techniques? Or was it something else?

      Torian had to be careful. He was given an opportunity to work independently with Professor Noble, and he understood that he should take that opportunity and should try to benefit from it as much as possible, but there was some part of him that still wasn’t entirely sure that he felt like it was what he wanted.

      Sarah had made him start to question, making him start to think about some of the different ways that he had looked and about what it meant for him to the point where Torian started to feel as if maybe he could view what they had been asking of him and the way that they wanted to use him in a different manner.

      “I am not trying to upset you,” he said quickly. “And I’m really sorry. I was just hoping to understand some of the sub-runes that I have been seeing around the city. It intrigues me.”

      The answer seemed to placate Professor Noble, at least much more so than he had been before. He smiled, and as he did, he turned and looked all around. “I can see why that would be of interest to you. And to be honest, it is of interest to me, as well. There are many different ways that we can benefit from studying the runes that exist. And I suppose I can teach you a few different techniques about how to break down some of the basics of rune form and structure so that you can identify the flow within them.”

      “Is there a flow?”

      “Well, there is a bit of technique to it, and if you begin to focus on the runic forms and the power that is there, you can begin to see and feel a bit of flow to it.”

      That was intriguing to Torian, not the least because he was left wondering if maybe he might find an aspect of the rune forms that would help him understand just what it was that the headmaster was placing around the city. He had not asked her much, but increasingly, Torian felt as if there were aspects of the way that she had been placing those runes that he could learn. More than that, he still wanted to better understand just what it was that Astrid had been placing, even though she did not want to talk about them, nor did she want to talk about the types of patterns that she had been placing.

      Another few hours working with Professor Noble, and in that time, Torian started to get a better understanding of some of the different techniques. As he did, he made a point of doing what Professor Noble wanted of him, taking some time to continue to concentrate on the flow, and starting to piece together certain aspects of a more advanced dark variant form. As much as he wanted to deny that he was intrigued by it, Torian couldn’t help but feel as if maybe finding some structure that had been hidden, or perhaps even unknown, did appeal to him. How could it not? It seemed so impossible to believe that he could actually find something along those lines and learn how to control a different type of pattern that others had never even experienced.

      By the time that he was done, he headed out and was going to find Sarah when Professor Order caught up with him. She frowned at him.

      “I understand that you were caught up in the attack.”

      He hadn’t had an opportunity to go to her and report but was not surprised that she would have heard about what happened to him. “I was captured and saved.”

      “Saved?”

      He had been uncertain how much he should reveal, not knowing whether there was any reason for him to tell anybody about what he had been doing and about the fact that he had been caught by Astrid and brought free, but increasingly, Torian started to wonder if perhaps he needed to be sharing such things, because there had to be something in what Astrid was willing to do that would matter. Not only that, but if it was tied to the Viper, then Torian thought that they needed to be prepared for it and prepared for whatever it was that Astrid wanted from them.

      When he filled her in, Professor Order was quiet for a long time, listening, and when he finished, she was shaking her head slowly.

      “She’s learning well,” she said softly.

      “You think all of this is some sort of an act?”

      “Think about it, Torian. She created a persona to draw you in when you first encountered her. And now she’s creating an additional persona that is drawing you in even now. She wants to use you.”

      “Well, I realize that,” Torian began, and though he did, he also felt like there was some part of what it was that she was doing that was different. Maybe it wasn’t just that she was trying to use them, or maybe there was some way that she was trying to use him that he thought that he might try to better understand. “It’s just that I could use her, can’t I? If it comes down to trying to understand how she is using me and what she intends to do with me, I can use that to get information from the Viper.”

      Professor Order breathed out heavily. “Assuming that anything that you learn from him is going to be accurate.”

      Torian wanted to object, but he decided against it. He didn’t think that anything that he told her would even make a difference, especially as she wanted to believe that he could not learn anything from the Viper—something that Professor Order had made quite clear from the very first time that he had come to work with her, along with the Viper—but he also didn’t want to reveal how he had started to feel some strand inside of him. Maybe he should, as that strand of valsahir connection was different enough and useful enough that he started to wonder if perhaps it was going to be the key to understanding everything else that he could do and could be.

      What he needed and what Torian didn’t know if he could accomplish was to try to make sense of just what it was that he could do with his valsahir connection and whether there would be any way for him to continue to separate out aspects of that power and create something more. So far, he had not been able to do so, only able to pull apart certain aspects of that and begin to feel some of the shadow within him. There had to be other strands that were functional and useful and that was what the Viper wanted him to find and unleash, but so far, Torian had not been able to do it.

      “You’re right,” he finally said. “I know I can’t trust her. And I know that I can’t trust the Viper. But if I can learn something, then I should do so.”

      He didn’t want to say that he had not trusted Professor Order from the very beginning, either. It had taken time for him to feel as if he were getting closer to believing her.

      “Perhaps,” she finally said. “And I can’t dismiss your need. Now. I was hoping to find you so that we could talk more about the wolves.”

      Torian blinked. “I don’t know that I’m going to be able to help you find anything more with the wolves, as the connection that I have formed to my wolf,” he began and tried to pick his words carefully, not wanting to anger Professor Order but also wanting her to be aware that he had formed a connection to a singular wolf, not all of the wolves, “is different than what Visthor has. I can communicate with him, but I don’t know that I’m going to be able to communicate so effectively with the others.”

      “We will work with shadow, and you will try to break down the conversation that you have been having with the wolves.”

      Torian nodded, reluctantly agreeing. What choice did he have, after all?

      “Can you help run through all the different variant forms of dark again?”

      She glanced over. “Do you really need to see them all?”

      “Maybe not some of the basic ones, but I would appreciate seeing more advanced variant forms.”

      She frowned as if she were trying to decide how much she wanted to reveal to him before nodding slowly. “Perhaps there is some benefit in you seeing such things.”

      They headed to the small closet, and from there, Torian began to try to show her as much as he could about the communication that he had with the shadow wolves, but even as he attempted to do it, Torian recognized that there wasn’t anything in the way that he was able to communicate with the shadow wolves that Professor Order would be able to replicate. It really did come from a different sense and flowed through the strand of shadow that he was able to pull upon from his valsahir connection. He didn’t know if there would be any way for her to replicate it. And even if there was, even if she could connect to that darkness, there was no guarantee that she would be able to understand the shadow wolves the way that Torian did.

      But was that his problem?

      At a certain point, he had to provide her with information and knowledge the way that she was asking of him, but then he had to allow her to handle it on her own. Besides, if it didn’t work, then it didn’t work.

      He spent the better part of an hour trying to work with shadow summon and shadow dispel, using that to mimic some of what he had done by separating the strand of shadow and feeling that flow. Even as he did, he wasn’t exactly convinced that what he had done and the way that he had done it would be replicable by her. And maybe it wouldn’t, and maybe she didn’t care.

      Eventually, he sat back. “I think you are going to have to practice. You’re going to need to head out into the forest, see if the shadow wolves will respond to you, and test a little bit.”

      “I thought the purpose was for you to come with me.”

      “If I come with you, the shadow wolves are going to focus on me. You need to get their attention, and you need to keep trying to work with them because if you are relying upon me doing it for you, you are never going to be able to speak to them as well as I suspect that you could.”

      She frowned. “It is a little tricky these days, isn’t it?”

      Torian shrugged. “The fact that you would need to go after the shadow wolves? I don’t know. There are quite a few. Much more so than there probably ever have been around the city before.”

      “Not the shadow wolves,” she said, though she shrugged as she did. “Though that is another concern and one that I’m not entirely sure how I feel about. Rusav is now beginning to position themselves around the city. And now the Navarin military decided that they need to offer Corsalt as much protection as possible because there have been too many dangers in the city that have not been handled adequately by the university.” She shook her head. “As if the university should be the one to handle the protections of the city. The military should have had a presence here all along.”

      “I thought that they did.”

      She waved a hand. “Little more than theater. Unfortunately. There was a barracks here, but it was easily overrun by Rusav when they initially attacked. But now Navarin military has decided in their infinite wisdom that they will take over, fortify their garrison, and deal with the Rusav threat.”

      From the way that she said it, it seemed to Torian that she didn’t feel all that excited about it, though Torian thought that it was probably for the best. Why wouldn’t they want to deal with the Rusav threat? Given what he had encountered when he had first come to the city and the fact that so many of his instructors had called it a conflict rather than an outright war, Torian wanted people to take it seriously. He felt as if that was necessary.

      And maybe that was the danger.

      If people knew that the Rusav threat was more than just a passing threat, what kind of a panic would there be?

      Probably no more so than there had been before, especially given what had happened in the city and the dangers that they had encountered, but it was possible that there would be something more. Something dangerous.

      “What can I do?”

      “You? Why, I don’t think there’s anything that you need to do, Mr. Ranth. You need to help me understand the shadow wolves, and then we can talk.”

      “I’ve been working with you,” he said.

      “I know. And I would like you to keep working with me. We need to know as much as we can so that we can ensure the safety of the city and we can avoid an all-out war.”

      “Is that even possible?”

      Professor Order did not answer.
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      Torian approached the edge of the city with Sarah, neither of them speaking as they made their way through the streets. There was a somber air throughout everything in the city. Torian found himself looking around, focusing on the different energies that were here and trying to make sense of what was causing it, but he didn’t really need to do so. He had a pretty good idea of what the source of the solitude and somber attitude throughout the city was from. How could he not? He recognized that it came from the presence of Rusav outside of the city. There had been no further attacks that Torian had been a part of, but he recognized the danger.

      He looked over to Sarah, who had been quiet as they made their way to the city, neither of them speaking very much as they were gradually picking their way forward. Every so often, they would stop at one of the different street vendors and try to buy something, but then they would move on. Even the street vendors seemed to have a lackadaisical attitude and were quiet about everything.

      “Is it really so bad already?” Sarah asked.

      “Did you really think that would have been all that different?” Torian asked.

      “It’s not that I thought that it was going to be different,” she started and frowned. “It’s just that I am surprised that it has come to this point already. I thought that… Well, I suppose I don’t know what I thought. It’s just that I did not expect everybody to get to this point like this so quickly.” She glanced over to Torian. “When they attacked before there was something like this, but everybody sort of just kept going. I guess they didn’t have much choice in the matter and felt as if they had to keep plugging along, but I suppose it’s also because the university managed to push back the Rusav attack much more quickly and effectively the last time.”

      “I suppose it’s possible they won’t be able to do it the same this time,” Torian said.

      The streets were empty, practically vacant. It was quiet the further they got to the edge of the city, and Torian found himself looking around, trying to see if there were others out. They didn’t have to go very far before he noticed something that was quite a bit different.

      Soldiers.

      While he had started to see some of the soldiers around the city before, Torian had not seen them with any real frequency like this. Now that they were here, he couldn’t miss them. And he was left wondering if there was going to be an ongoing presence, but he also was left wondering if maybe he could learn something from them.

      “What are you thinking about?” Sarah asked him at one point when Torian had paused along the street. The buildings here in this part of the city were under repair, as they obviously had been destroyed at one point during the attack. Torian didn’t know if there was going to be anything more that could be done for them, but it did seem as if most of the buildings were getting rebuilt, and eventually, he had hope that the rebuilding would get the city back to the point where it had been when Torian had first come to see Corsalt when he was younger.

      “I was just looking at the soldiers,” Torian said. “When I was younger, there was a part of me that wanted nothing more than to know what it might be like to train with those swords, and…” He shrugged. “Well, I always wanted to be a sahir, but I think all young boys grow up wanting to learn how to fight with the sword.”

      Sarah frowned. “I never did.”

      “Which is even more reason for me to appreciate you coming out here.”

      “We came out here to see how much the city is changing,” she said to him. “This was your idea.”

      “I know.” Torian shrugged again. “I know that it was my idea, and to be honest, I just hadn’t expected to see so much change around here.”

      “It’s not that bad.”

      “Not yet,” Torian agreed. “But Rusav is not done. They haven’t gotten to the Viper. And I keep thinking that it is an awfully big push for just one person.”

      “It really is. Somebody has to know something, I suspect, including the Viper. And anytime that we try to bring it up, he distracts us. I don’t suppose you’ve noticed that?”

      Torian had noticed it. “I have, and I’ve been hoping that I could learn something, even if it is from the wolf, but he’s been quiet.”

      Sarah turned, and she rested a hand on his arm. Torian tensed. He had been jumpy ever since the Rusav attack. Sarah looked down, and then she met his eyes for a long moment.

      “He didn’t abandon you. You’re still trying to make sense of what it means for you to have that connection to him, and I suspect that the same thing goes for the wolf. Maybe he was worried about what had happened to you and worried about whether you were somehow corrupted.”

      “Or maybe he just can’t communicate with me,” Torian admitted, “and maybe I am just reading too much into this.”

      “Maybe to all of that,” she said. “But maybe you can talk to the Viper about it.”

      He had considered that, but he had so many other things that he had felt like he needed to do when it came to working with the Viper and trying to understand aspects of the valsahir that when it came to asking about the shadow wolf, Torian simply had not taken the time, because he had not known if it even made a difference.

      “Let’s go back and visit the Viper.”

      They headed back through the city, passing a few more soldiers, but by the time they reached the prison area, he had finally resolved to start to push on the Viper, wanting to get answers.

      He stopped at the door, got access into the Viper—something that Torian was thankful that they still had, as there was a part of him that had started to question whether or not the headmaster would revoke that access, especially given the fact that Rusav continued to attack—and made their way down to the cell. The soldiers there gave them a little bit more hassle than typically until Torian had convinced them that he was the one who was permitted. Eventually, when they went inside, he turned to look around before closing the door behind them. The soldiers had watched, almost as if they were going to follow him in, and Torian was thankful that they didn’t try to push too hard.

      He turned, heading over to the bars of the cell, only to find the Viper facing away from them.

      “I need to ask you something about shadow wolves,” Torian asked, not even bothering to try to talk about anything else with him. “I’m hopeful that you can help me understand the limitations of the connection.”

      The Viper was quiet, and Sarah joined him. Torian pressed his hands up against the bars of the cell. There were different runes here than before. Somebody—probably the headmaster—had come down here.

      “You feel them, don’t you?” The Viper finally looked up and turned over to them. He was more haggard than he had been before. Were they not feeding him? Or were they abusing him in some way?

      Torian didn’t know why that bothered him, but maybe it was just the fact that he had a hard time thinking about the university treating somebody poorly that they were holding captive. But then again, this was the Viper, and he had targeted and killed before. Why should Torian feel bad about him and about what was happening to him?

      “I feel the different runes here,” Torian said.

      “And what do you think of them?”

      Torian shrugged. Having spent more time with Professor Noble, he had a better idea about the runes and about the connection to them. Increasingly, Torian thought that he could understand those runes and could understand the sub-runes that were there if he had an opportunity to spend time and study them. He didn’t know how much time he would need in order for him to fully understand the different types of runes, but he also didn’t know that it made much of a difference. As far as they worked, that was all that really mattered.

      “They are testing them on me,” the Viper said. He gradually got to his feet. He wobbled for a moment. He seemed weaker if that was possible.

      And as Torian looked, he realized that the Viper was doing something different than the last time that he had been here. Rather than trying to summon the valsahir power within them, he simply stood.

      Maybe there was no valsahir connection. Or maybe the different types of runes that had been placed here had disconnected him from that valsahir connection and somehow severed it for him so that he could not reach for that power nearly as effectively as he once had.

      “What are they testing?” Sarah asked.

      He leveled his gaze on her and unlike the last few times that they had been with the Viper, there was something dark in the way that he looked at Sarah, almost as if he was angry with her.

      Sarah took a step back, almost involuntarily.

      “They are testing whether they can destroy me without destroying me,” he said. He turned to Torian. “And what if they do the same to you?”

      “They aren’t going to try to destroy me,” Torian said.

      “Are you so sure about that? Are you so confident in your ability and your people that you think that they aren’t going to be afraid of who and what you are?” He snorted. “How little you know of your histories.”

      “What?” Sarah asked, taking a step forward. “What are you trying to get at? Are you trying to say that Navarin has been hiding from the valsahir?”

      “Oh, I would never disparage your precious Navarin,” he said, and he snorted again. “Because I would not want anybody here to be offended by such comments.”

      “Tell me about the shadow wolves,” Torian said, wanting a change of topic.

      “Have you managed to uncover more of what I told you the last time you were here?”

      “I can separate some of the strands,” Torian said, which elicited a quick look from Sarah. Torian shrugged. “I can’t use them quite as I can with dark. I don’t know why it is that I can use that one the most effectively.”

      “It is because of the shadow wolf,” he said. “And it is part of the reason that we learn to use that first. You can draw upon that power, and you can find a way to connect to it, and then you can use it so that you can feel for more. Can you?”

      Torian nodded. “I could draw upon the shadow and feel the connection to the shadow wolf. I was more aware of how it was supposed to feel.”

      “They serve as our guide,” the Viper said as if coming to grips with the fact that he needed to share more with Torian. His voice sounded resigned, though, almost as if he was disappointed that he had to share anything more. “And many never fully understand that, nor did they fully appreciate just what kind of guide they are or how they guide us. But they serve as our guide.”

      Torian wished that he had Lasant near him so that he could feel for the shadow wolf. Unfortunately, much like outside when they had been in the city, there was a distance and an emptiness that existed. But down here, there was more to it. Torian was surprised to realize that and surprised to realize that he could feel how distinct that emptiness was. It reminded him of the weight that was inside of him. He found himself pushing, but then again, when he had been down here with the Viper before, Torian found himself pushing on that weight every single time, thinking that if nothing else, he wanted to be prepared if he had to defend himself against the Viper.

      Now there was a bit more of difficulty doing so. It made it harder for him to press some of that heaviness away, though Torian could feel as if there had to be some way for him to do so. He could feel the strain, he could feel the weight, and he could feel the energy that existed inside of him. It was an energy that wanted to try to push down upon him. That much was new and different than what he had uncovered before.

      The Viper watched him, almost as if he recognized just what it was that Torian was doing. “You feel it.”

      “I can feel that there is something there,” Torian agreed.

      “And over time, you will begin to feel just how much pain they will inflict upon you.”

      “I don’t think it’s going to be painful,” Torian said.

      “No? Then what happens when you start to draw upon it? What do you feel?”

      “I suppose I can feel… I feel the same heaviness that I felt before.”

      He smiled tightly. “And who do you think is responsible for that? Why have you not considered that?”

      “I’ve thought about it,” Torian agreed, “but I never had an answer.”

      “And you probably never will,” the Viper said, “but feel the attack. Feel the familiarity to it.”

      Torian closed his eyes, and as he did, he began to detect some of that energy that was around him, and it left him wondering whether the Viper was speaking truly. He had never really known who was responsible for that heaviness inside of himself, and Aldrich had not known, either.

      “Help me understand the limitations of the wolves,” Torian said.

      “I can’t help you. Not until you can feel for each of the different strands.”

      “You can’t even tell him what limitations are?”

      The Viper turned to Sarah and took a step, almost as if he was going to jerk on the chains the way that he had when they had first come down here, but then he hesitated. He lingered for a moment and then sunk to the ground. Torian couldn’t help but feel as if he looked defeated.

      He looked over to Sarah. “We should go.”

      “I was hoping that he would give us more information,” she said softly.

      “I know. And I don’t know if he’s able, or even if he is able if he’s willing. So we should go. Besides, there are other things that I need to be doing.” He turned his attention back to the Viper. He thought about what Astrid said and about Johan, and he thought about how that might help him.

      But Torian was going to have to figure out how that was going to help and whether this would be where he could do to get that information. At this point, he didn’t think that spending time down here—at least with Sarah, for whatever reason—was going to make a difference.

      And so he was quiet, and he decided to step out.

      Sarah followed, and as they headed back out into the city into the strangeness that Torian had detected, he was left with questions, but he knew that there were no answers for him.
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      The military had taken up a greater presence in the city.

      Everywhere that Torian went, every place that he looked, he saw evidence of Navarin soldiers. They traveled in pairs, sometimes in smaller squads, which he suspected were part of their standard patrols, and they made their way through Corsalt as if the city itself was the problem.

      Torian had no idea why the soldiers would be patrolling the city like that, nor did he know why they wouldn’t be out on the outskirts of the city, placing additional protections to ensure that Rusav could not move. Torian had attempted to go to the headmaster to see if he could get more information from her about what was going on in the city, but the headmaster had been absent.

      He went through his days, working with his instructors, making sure that he had time for Professor Order, Professor Noble, and even Professor Erickson. Professor Order wanted Torian to keep helping guide her with the shadow wolves, Professor Noble was testing whether Torian could find additional pattern flows for the runes, and Professor Erickson wanted Torian to teach him how to use the Rusav forms with the blade of wind.

      Torian had been more than willing to do that, but increasingly, he felt as if he needed to gain something from them, didn’t he? Torian attempted to see Johan again but was refused. Increasingly, he suspected there was some other reason for Professor Thomas’s refusal. And because he had not gotten to see Johan, Torian had avoided Astrid, though he had placed additional runes along the hall to try to detect her movements, finding that she had stayed in her room.

      With the Rusav attack, how long would that be the case?

      She would need to learn more about runes for her to break the Viper out. And with the headmaster—or whoever it was that was heading down to the cell that was holding the Viper—continuing to place additional runes, there might not be any way for her to break out. The knowledge within Navarin was far more advanced than anything that she could acquire from books. Even Torian, working with Professor Noble, and forcing him to help him learn about different types of sub-runes, had not been able to identify anything about those runes that had been placed.

      And it wasn’t just around the Viper.

      Torian had found more and more runes throughout the city.

      When he had first come across some of them, he had been questioning the source, as he was left questioning if those runes were tied to defensive measures, but as he stopped and studied one of them—this one on a wide cobblestone street that stretched through the main part of the city—Torian found aspects within rune that suggested to him that it was not just a defensive measure. There did seem to be an aspect that was defensive, but it wasn’t entirely that way. There were different pieces of earth, light, and even a bit of wind that could create a certain sort of flow.

      Had he not been studying with Professor Noble, Torian wasn’t sure that he would’ve been able to detect the purpose behind it. But having spent that time, he thought that he recognized the purpose that was there, and he thought that he could start to piece together just what it was that the headmaster—assuming that it was her—had been placing there because there had to be something more to it.

      An attack.

      They were preparing for the possibility that Rusav might get into the city. Torian had not gone outside of the city and had mentioned to Professor Order during one of his sessions that he wanted to see what might be out there; she had told him it was too dangerous for him.

      “I can talk to the wolf,” Torian said.

      He got to the edge of the city; there were times when he caught a flicker of Lasant’s presence, but it wasn’t as often as he had hoped. It seemed as if Lasant was trying to restrict the connection to Torian. Maybe it came from the fact that Torian had gotten injured? Or maybe it came from the fact that the other shadow wolves had needed to defend him. Whatever it was, Torian understood that there might be a reason that they did not want to return and did not want to come and help him because Torian had caused them to be placed in a sort of danger.

      “You can talk to the wolf, but you can do that here,” she said, motioning to the small room. “Because I believe that you said that you started to detect the wolf as it tracked throughout the university?”

      Torian wished that he wouldn’t have told her that because though it was true, it also made it seem as if the wolf had full access to the entirety of the city, something that Torian no longer thought that the wolf did. Either that or the wolf simply did not choose to do so.

      “I’m not sure that I can help you reach a connection to the shadow wolves this way,” Torian said.

      “I’m making progress,” Professor Order said. “They are less afraid of me and allow me to stand among them. That is progress, I think.”

      “Have you been able to speak to them?”

      “I have been using the techniques you demonstrated, but they have not yet spoken to me. I suspect they understand, though.”

      She seemed surprised by that, and Torian decided not to tell her that he was quite certain that the wolves did understand her. He had felt the same way when he had first encountered the shadow wolves.

      They continued their lessons, and he continued his other lessons, all while trying to see if there was going to be anything more that he might uncover from the powers that existed around him. As he focused, he tried to see if there might be more, but unfortunately, there had not been.

      He picked his way through the city and headed toward Sylvia’s wagons, passing several different soldiers. By the time he neared the wall, he had slowed. Sylvia’s wagons had moved into the city.

      Something wasn’t quite right.

      Invat was there, and he had taken a seat alongside the wagon, his gaze darting from place to place, and it took Torian a moment to realize who he was looking at. He was looking at the Navarin soldiers, suspicion in his eyes.

      When Torian approached, a part of him relaxed. “What’s going on?”

      “You see what’s going on,” Invat said. “And as you can imagine, she’s not pleased.”

      “She was told to move them here?”

      Torian had not been at all sure what it was responsible or whether it was Sylvia’s choice. But the fact that it was not her choice left him thinking that something must’ve happened outside of the city, something that he had not even been aware of. That bothered him, though. It seemed to him that he should be told about these things, shouldn’t he?

      But he was just a student. A student who could use the valsahir powers and defend himself in ways that others could not.

      “She was told to,” he said, nodding to a pair of soldiers that moved past. “The soldiers can be quite persuasive. They aren’t quite as bad as a Rusav, but soldiers are soldiers. They want whatever they want, and if you get in the way, they are going to make you do what they want.”

      “I’m sorry,” Torian said.

      Invat wasn’t going to say it, but they blamed him. How could they not? They were here in the city and had stayed in the city because of Torian. Now they might have stayed partly because they were trying to understand what it was that Astrid was doing and whether there was anything dangerous to her, but they would otherwise have moved on long before. They had remained because of Torian.

      “You don’t have to worry about it,” Invat said. “All of this is just a ridiculous storm. Eventually, it’s going to settle down, and then we can move on.”

      “Have you ever seen Rusav attack like this before?”

      “Like this?” Invat shrugged. “I don’t have the same experience as so many of the others do, but we always knew Navarin and Rusav are going to get into war.”

      Did it have to be the case?

      If they were to release the Viper, would Rusav retreat?

      But he remembered what Sylvia, Visthor, and even the headmaster had told him about what the Viper had done.

      How many others would suffer the same way that Sylvia had suffered? How many would suffer the way that towns that the headmaster had mentioned Torian would suffer?

      They couldn’t release the Viper.

      But was it worth a war?

      He found Jakob, who was holding onto his own Blade of Wind. He was practicing.

      When Torian asked him about it, Jakob had just shrugged. “We can’t go anywhere. The Navarin soldiers don’t let us, and neither do Sylvia and Visthor. They say it’s too dangerous with Rusav circling around Corsalt. I just want to fight. You know what they did to our city.”

      “I know,” Torian said.

      Jakob let out a frustrated sigh. “I just feel helpless. I want to be a part of this. Do you want to spar?”

      Torian wasn’t exactly sure what he wanted to do, but maybe sparring would help him take his mind off of everything else that had been happening. He nodded.
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        * * *

      

      Torian had spent the better part of the afternoon working with Jakob, and for the first time in a while, he had done something that he had wanted to do. He had wanted to spar with Jakob and had wanted to work with his friend, and it wanted to help him to progress, getting stronger and better and faster so that if they were to encounter anything more dangerous, they would be ready for that.

      Jakob was increasingly skilled. And he appreciated just how much Jakob had progressed, but it still wasn’t enough to handle Torian, nor to handle his additional blades. Anytime that Torian had focused on the singular blade, using the blade of wind primarily, Jakob had managed to keep up with him for the most part. But when Torian added a secondary blade, Jakob was overwhelmed.

      That much was reassuring to him, as it made him think that he could handle almost any Rusav soldier. And given that he was valsahir and that he had access to these different play patterns, Torian had to think that he could.

      But would he be able to handle the Mother?

      Perhaps it would be better if Visthor took her on, though Visthor was not valsahir the way that Torian was. And he doubted that he would be able to learn enough to challenge somebody who had her level of skill in the time they had remaining.

      Sparring with Jakob had given Torian a strange sense of normalcy, even if only for a while.

      Then he returned to the university.

      The walk through the city reminded him of everything that had changed. The Navarin soldiers, the different runes, the strange energy in the air. All of that was obvious change. But there was something else that he couldn’t quite place a finger on, and it wasn’t until he got back to the university that he understood just what it was. There was a somberness around him and a quiet to the people that he made his way past.  It reminded him of when they had first come to Corsalt.

      He returned to classes over the next few days. Strangely, or perhaps not strangely, the classes had begun to shift and took on a more offensive approach. It had started with advanced essence manipulation and Professor O’Malley, who was forcing them to work with different aspects of more advanced patterns.

      “We are going to focus on the seventh tier, and on particular variants that will be effective in light of current circumstances,” she started the day that Torian had returned. “And most of you have very little experience with the seventh tier and unfortunately, given that you are all first-year students, you would not normally have any experience with this pattern, nor this tier, until you were much more advanced in your classes. Were there any other option, we would hold out until you work further along.”

      It was the first time that Torian had heard that they were on escalated pace, but it made a certain sort of sense. Given Rusav’s presence in the city and the dangers that were there, they all needed to be equipped for whatever it was that they might have to encounter. Even if it involved using advanced essence manipulation that they were not ready for.

      She demonstrated a version of the seventh tier of earth. It was surprising. Torian had known that the seventh tier offered different aspects of power than what he had learned, but in this case, what she was teaching was a way of throwing earth spikes from her hand. She formed the pattern, and then she pushed forward, which caused the spike to slam away from her and into what turned out was a fortified wall on the far side of the room.

      “This is one variant form. We work through several different earth variants before we begin to work with light. These will be the most useful for most of you, though some of you will have a chance to work with wind and others will have a chance to work with metal.”

      Metal spikes?

      Torian had never even attempted the seventh tier of any of his patterns, though he was curious.

      Then again, it had taken him quite a long time for him to master even the sixth tier of most of his patterns. But if he could begin to form some variant forms, then he was going to be one of them better-trained sahir, wouldn’t he? He remembered seeing different sahir they had come to his town, looking for students to bring to the university. Very few of them had the ability to use seventh-tier patterns effectively. Torian had known that there were some aspects that they could do, but there were also aspects that were beyond them. He had never seen anybody throwing earth spikes before.

      It must’ve been a difficult variant form. When she called for volunteers, Torian raised his hand. Sarah looked over to him, frowning, but she didn’t say anything. She’d been quiet, and Torian didn’t need her to say anything for him to understand just why it was that she was quiet. She didn’t like the idea that she was being asked to learn offensive-minded uses of the Saith power.

      Professor O’Malley waved for him to come up. “Excellent. I’m pleased that you have grown so confident in your advanced patterns that you feel comfortable enough to volunteer.”

      “I have to perform the pattern like you did and then push it out?”

      “Precisely.”

      He waited, and she demonstrated the pattern again, which he appreciated. She didn’t slow. This was a very difficult pattern. As Torian watched her, he recognized the way that she twisted her hands was probably just as important as the way that he pushed forward. There was something to the twist that seemed as if it manifested a bit of power and accessed earth. Torian began to turn his hands while also opening himself up to his valsahir connection. He let that power flow deep within him, and as it flowed, he began to feel some part of it exploding inside of him.

      No. Not like that.

      He realized what he was doing wrong. He could feel the twist; he could feel the way that it seemed to link to some part of his deeper power. Surprisingly, Torian had never felt that before. But as he twisted, turning and drawing on it, he recognized the power that was there; the power that he was accessing seemed as if it were tethered in some way to that distant and deeper power. All he had to do was push it through him.

      He felt the spike form. It seemed as if he drew upon the Saith, and some part of it solidified. In a way, it reminded him of what he did when he was creating a blade of earth. But this was one that he was not going to hold onto; this was something that was going to release from him as if he had to unleash some aspect of the Saith connection and let it free.

      The spike that exploded from him was longer, thicker, and heavier than it seemed like Professor O’Malley’s spikes had been. When it shot forward, it slammed into the wall.

      A slight crack formed in the wall.

      Professor O’Malley strode over to the wall and then glanced back at Torian. “You have some experience with this?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve never seen that variant before.”

      “Well. Why don’t you take a seat? We will talk after class.”

      Torian wanted to groan. One more instructor that wanted to talk with him after class?

      He had wanted to work with his professors and learn as much as possible from them, taking full advantage of everything that they might be able to teach him, but he was getting to a point where he wondered if he did not have time to do all of that. And he was getting to a point where he wondered if he had a desire, as well. The teachers wanted as much from him as he could take from them. Possibly more.

      When he took a seat, Sarah leaned over. “What was that?”

      “My spike,” Torian said.

      She let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t like this. I don’t like the idea that I’m going to have to do something like that and that they are hoping that we can all learn to fight. The military should be able to handle this.”

      “They should have to be able to defend us if Rusav breaks into the city.”

      She furrowed her brow. “They won’t be able to do it again.”

      Torian wished that were the case, and from the way that she said it, he knew that she wished the same.

      And he also could tell that she was not certain.

      The rest of the class went the same, with other students getting up and gradually working with Professor O’Malley on the different techniques. By the time the class was over, about half of the class had gotten up, and only two or three of them had managed to do what he had done.

      Professor O’Malley waited for the rest of the class to leave. “You did quite well. That was an obvious earth variant, but you must have seen something with Professor Erickson?”

      Torian frowned. “Maybe,” he said, as he wasn’t exactly sure if he had or not, “so I can help with the fight if it comes down to it. I presume that’s why you’re working with us like this, as well?”

      She turned toward the door. “Unfortunately,” she admitted. “Not that I’m going to share that with anyone, though I doubt I need to share that with anybody. Most of the students in this class, in particular, are quite intelligent. It’s just that many of them don’t have any interest in learning these techniques because they don’t have any interest in having to fight.”

      “I know,” Torian said.

      “Not you, though,” she said, frowning as she did at Torian. “You’re almost eager. And given your obvious predilection,” she said, waving a hand toward the wall, where she had needed to place another series of runic protections after he had shot his spike at it, “you probably want to take on Rusav yourself.”

      Torian wasn’t sure how much she knew about what he had done and decided that he wasn’t going to be the one to share it with her. “I would be prepared as much as I can, and I want to know as much as I can so that when I do leave the university, I can be as skilled a sahir as possible.”

      “If you keep progressing, you will never be permitted to leave the university, Mr. Ranth.”

      Torian stiffened. “Why is that?”

      “Oh, don’t look at me like that. This was not meant to be any sort of insult. It is a compliment. With everything that you have proven of yourself and all of the skill that you answered, there will likely be others who want to try to work with you, train with you, and learn as much as they can so that they can understand if there is something more that they can learn from you.”

      Torian breathed out heavily. He knew that, but it was strange having one of the instructors actually reveal that so openly.

      “And you?”

      “Well, I don’t normally take on first-year students, but given your obvious ability, I think that I could tutor you if you’re interested. I understand that you have been a bit busy and that you might not have the necessary time, though.”

      He wondered if she knew about all of the different ways that he had been pulled, but she didn’t seem to give him any indication. And maybe she wasn’t going to.

      “I would love to learn as much as possible from you, Professor O’Malley,” he said.

      It was true. He had begun to feel like there were only so many more things that he could learn from Professor Order. Especially as she was working with him on the shadow wolves, and it seemed as if she were teaching him less and less than she had before. With Professor Erickson, it was a matter of learning different blade variant forms, but Torian no longer felt like there were things that he would have been able to learn otherwise. He might not need Professor Erickson to learn more about martial theory, or at least not about the way that Professor Erickson was teaching martial theory. There was Professor Noble. While he had started to help break down some of the rune forms and give Torian the opportunity to identify some of the sub-runes within them, there were limits to what it seemed like Professor Noble was going to teach him. Maybe the headmaster would teach more, but Torian had not spent much time with her, though he started to wonder if perhaps he should.

      “Excellent. I don’t know that I have a vast amount of time to work with you but anytime is better than none, I suppose. Why don’t you come to me first thing in the morning each day this week? We can see how you progress with that, and then we can take it from there.”

      Each morning?

      That meant getting up early and starting his day first thing in the morning, something that Torian wasn’t even sure that he wanted to do. And given that he was working with Professor Noble and Professor Order, Torian started to wonder if his days were going to be too long for him. That didn’t leave a whole lot of time for him to seek out answers from the Viper or to learn anything from Astrid, and maybe there wasn’t any answer there.

      He took a deep breath, and then he nodded, heading away from her room.

      He paused in the hall. What was he getting himself into? He basically had individual sessions with each of the instructors. Was that safe? Better yet, was that what he wanted?

      But another thought came to him. Why shouldn’t he do this? He needed to learn as much as possible so that he could understand everything that he could from the university. There would come a point where he wouldn’t be able to learn anything more, and then what would he do?

      He could already start to see that things were changing for him and that the information and the knowledge that he wanted to gain, were changing for him. Eventually, he knew that he was going to outgrow the university.

      But another question plagued him, and it was one that Torian didn’t have an answer to. He wasn’t sure that he could have an answer to it, in fact.

      Would he eventually outgrow Navarin?
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      Torian stood at the headmaster’s door.

      Finally, the door came open, and he breathed out a relieved sigh. He hadn’t known whether she was even going to answer. There was a hardness to her gaze Torian thought fitting of her station, and she was dressed in the robes of her station, but she also held a long, slender piece of metal that was heavily runic marked in one hand. She glanced at him, then glanced behind him before frowning more deeply.

      “Yes, Mr. Ranth? I’m sure you understand that I am quite busy.”

      “I know you are,” Torian said, “and I just wanted to talk with you about a few things. My friend—”

      “We are working with all of those who were rescued. Please do not intervene. If anything can be done for them, it will be. We do have some experience with such matters, Mr. Ranth.”

      That had to be enough. Besides, it wasn’t as if Torian would be able to do anything for Jensen anyway.

      “It’s not that, but thank you. I don’t know who else to go to, and with everything going on in the city and everything going on around the city, I felt like I needed to talk to you.”

      She furrowed her brow for a moment, and then she nodded. “I suppose I can sacrifice a little time for you.”

      Torian had not been here for a while. She was not always the neatest, but now her office seemed a chaos of energy. Her desk was stacked with different books and papers, and there were different items that were set off around the perimeter of the room. A carpet that was normally in the center of the room had been rolled off to the side, and there was a massive rune etched into the floor. It wasn’t complete; at least Torian didn’t think that it was, but it did seem to emanate a certain amount of power.

      She saw him looking down it, and then she breathed out heavily. “You really shouldn’t see that, Mr. Ranth.”

      “I don’t even know what to make of it,” Torian admitted. “It looks like it’s going to be powerful.”

      “If everything goes well, it will be,” she said. “But it is also challenging.”

      “What are you trying to do with it?”

      He headed over to the rune. If she really wanted him to not see it, she would’ve rolled the carpet away and hidden it before he had even had an opportunity to come inside. “I see sub-runes, but I see…” There was something else within it. Deeper runes to the sub-runes?

      That would make for a very complicated pattern.

      But the singular rune obviously was meant to emanate a certain amount of power.

      “This is designed to interlock within the university,” she said. “It becomes the focal point of our defense network. There are others, though I am trying to make one that is a bit more complicated than anything else that we have attempted to do so before. As you undoubtedly can see, the dimensions of this rune are going to be quite a bit different than most of the others that have been placed throughout the university.”

      “What is it within that?”

      Torian noted a repeating pattern, though he wasn’t sure what it was. It wasn’t a straightforward rune, as it wasn’t one of the typical Saith runes.

      “This is something that you should not see,” she said. She waved a hand, and it appeared to Torian that there was a blurring of energy. She was using earth, though the way that she was using earth was in a way that Torian had never seen before. He recognized the connection, and…

      And strangely, because he had been testing his valsahir strands the way that the Viper had wanted for him, Torian began to feel some part of that earth separate. Despite the fact that she must’ve used a complicated pattern to try to obscure it, Torian could see past it. He didn’t know if he was supposed to or if it even mattered. But suddenly, there was a distinct sense of earth, and it parted for him.

      “So you are using one of your hidden runes,” Torian said, looking over to her.

      “Something along that line,” she said, waving her hand again. The darkness began to solidify again.

      Torian focused on the earth strand deep inside of him. He wasn’t even sure that he would be able to do it. Had he not been trying to focus on that one aspect of the valsahir, he wasn’t even sure he would’ve been able to do it.

      It was a flow, wasn’t it? And it was no different than how he used the dark strand. This time, as he attempted to do so, he was not trying to focus on any particular pattern.

      The pattern might make a difference, as Torian had already seen that he could use his patterns and he could form something, but maybe, in this case, what he really wanted was just to see past the use of earth. And as he connected to that strand, Torian felt everything around him suddenly shift.

      He recognized it, he recognized what he was doing, how he was doing it, and he recognized that the power that was there was working in him and through him, almost as if the valsahir connection—and the Saith in relation to that—wanted for him to have that connection and that power to be able to draw on even more.

      He had an opportunity to study the rune for just a moment. It was strange, but having seen it now, Torian began to feel something within it, as well.

      He wasn’t sure if it was something within the connection that she used or if it was something that was a part of him, but whatever it was, Torian began to piece that rune apart, and he felt for that power inside of it, then he recognized that there was some other aspect to it.

      He pushed.

      Strangely, when he did, he began to feel the valsahir connection pushing outward. It was all of the strands. And when he did, he recognized that there were all of these different types of connections to that rune and to that power, and then he pushed it again.

      Finally, he released it.

      “Did you get what you wanted?” the headmaster asked. There was a bit of irritation in her tone, more so than there had been before.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      She breathed out heavily and then shook her head. “I should know better than to give a valsahir access to this place.”

      “Are you really concerned about what I might do?”

      “I’m concerned about what your power might do.”

      “Why?”

      “Because of what your power is,” she said. “It is different. You reach for the same energies and entities, but you do so in a way that is not understood. At least, it is not well understood. I understand that you are not a danger, at least not yet, but it is possible that until you gain mastery of your power, you may not be able to maintain control.”

      “Is that why you placed the colansar trees around the city?”

      She sniffed. “You know those were not for you.”

      “But they don’t impact sahir,” he said.

      “No,” she said.

      “I wonder why?”

      “To be honest, it’s never been well understood,” she said. “And I don’t know that it makes much of a difference, at least not right now. What matters is that they do make a difference when trying to hold valsahir. And given that we have one of the most dangerous valsahir in existence present here in the city, we need to make sure that we have him well under hand. Do you understand that?”

      Torian did, and he nodded.

      “Very well. Now. What is it that you wanted to talk about?”

      He glanced over to the rune that was on the ground again, and he was tempted to push out with his valsahir connection, though Torian didn’t know if he needed to. For whatever reason, it felt as if once he had done so, he felt an imprint of a sort. It felt as if he were connected to that room and that he could identify the various aspects within it that could help him understand just what it was that she had done. Maybe he could even tease out the different sub-runes that were buried within it.

      But what he did identify was that it was incredibly complicated and the kind of power and the kind of rune that was unlike anything that Torian had ever seen before.

      “I wanted to talk about the Rusav attacks.”

      She frowned, gazing at her door. “Unfortunately, those attacks have been progressing,” she said. “We have done our best to ensure the safety of the city. As you have likely noticed.”

      Torian nodded. “Is your plan to make every student capable of defending themselves?”

      “That was not my plan,” she said with a sigh. “If it were up to me, I would love the students to have full control over their studies and what they want to do with their time in the way that they study. Unfortunately, others have a different viewpoint, and they think that students need to take advantage of the opportunities that are here for them and be able to defend the city and Navarin if it comes down to it.”

      “There are some who don’t even want to fight,” Torian said.

      “I understand,” she said softly. “And there may not be a choice in the matter. If it comes down to dealing with the dangers around you and dying, what would you choose?”

      “Well, I know what I would choose, but I also know what others might choose.”

      “Yes,” she said with a bit of a smile. “Ms. Farin’s feelings on the matter are quite well known. Unfortunately, even she needs to learn different aspects of the Saith and how that might protect her. It is a part of becoming a true sahir.”

      Torian nodded. She had to have an understanding of each of the different tiers of power. One of them, well now two of them involved aspects that could be used for fighting. Sarah, on the other hand, would rather do other things with her sahir connection. There had been a time when Torian had thought that she wanted to become a little more than a politician, and maybe that was still the case. He hadn’t even asked her about that. Torian realized that mistake. He had not questioned his friend, and he had not come to know what she wanted for herself. He really should.

      He breathed out heavily, and looked over to the headmaster and frowned. “Will the military be able to protect the city?”

      Torian wished he was more confident in the military’s ability, but right now, he simply did not feel that confidence. And he wanted to be able to reassure Sarah, though he wasn’t sure that he would be able to do that, either.

      “We have very capable soldiers,” she said.

      “Capable?”

      “We have very capable soldiers,” she said again. “And we have numbers. The university will augment whatever the military needs, and we should be able to hold Rusav back until we can decide what we are going to do with the target they are after.”

      “And if we give the Viper back to Rusav, it will only make things worse.”

      At least, that was the traditional thinking. If the Viper had truly abandoned Rusav, then there was a possibility that it might end the threat, but then, there was a question about why the Viper had abandoned Rusav and why Rusav was so adamant to come back.

      “Could the military protect against Rusav attack if the Viper returned to them?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “They would tell us yes.”

      “What would you tell us?”

      “I would say that there’s a very real possibility that they would not be able to defend against Rusav, assuming the Viper returns to fight alongside them.”

      “You don’t know if he would,” Torian said.

      She held his gaze for a moment. “I’ve heard your conversations,” she admitted.

      Torian blinked. “You have?”

      “Everything within that cell is monitored. I’ve heard that you are being led to believe that he wants to escape because he has abandoned Rusav. Do you really believe that?”

      “When it comes to the Viper, I don’t know what to believe,” Torian said.

      The headmaster turned and made her way over to the rune in the center of the floor. “It’s good that you feel that way. There are far too many that get swayed by him. He can be quite persuasive. And it is unfortunate that he is, and unfortunate in the way that he is. But it is also possible that he’s sharing a measure of truth. Not the entire truth, though given what we know about him and what we know about his operating technique, he likely uses aspects of the truth so that he can try to corrupt others.” She smiled tightly. “My concern in you coming here and what you have seen is that he might begin to corrupt you. That has always been the danger of you working with him.”

      “But you wanted me to work with him.”

      “We don’t have much choice,” she said, turning to Torian. “Unfortunately, given that you are the only valsahir and that he is the only one with valsahir training, we don’t have much of an option. Not that I would dissuade you from it, as I do think that having an opportunity to have an instructor who can help you understand just what it is that you can do and the way that you can do it is important, but I also recognize that he poses a unique set of dangers and could, in fact, be persuasive enough that he could convince you to side with him.”

      “Which is what you think happened to Astrid and Johan.”

      “To be honest, I don’t know what happened with them. I don’t know them at all. All we know is what we have heard from you and from the others who traveled with them, but we don’t know the truth. What is the actual truth?”

      Torian wanted to say that he knew the truth and that Astrid was giving him the truth, but at this point, given everything that he knew about the Viper and his way of trying to manipulate the conversation, Torian couldn’t help but question if maybe Astrid was doing the same thing with him.

      “Have you been able to help Johan?”

      The headmaster’s brow darkened again, and she looked toward the door. “That one is very ill. What Professor Order did was dangerous. And it was too brutal. I don’t know that we are going to be able to do much with him. She has been working with him, along with Professor Thomas and a few others who have skill with healing and removing Saith damage, but it is difficult. And until we manage to restore him, I’m not sure that we are going to have the answers that we need from him.”

      “I don’t know if he has the answers that we need, anyway,” Torian said.

      “Perhaps not,” she said, letting out a soft sigh. “What of the girl?”

      “I say,” Torian breathed out. “I found something with her, but I don’t think she’s involved in trying to break the Viper out.”

      “You don’t think?”

      “I’m not exactly sure what her intentions are.” Astrid had helped him. That was her intention.

      And she had helped him by deciding against Rusav.

      Whatever she wanted was not exactly straightforward. Which meant that whatever the Viper was after was not exactly straightforward.

      “Keep digging, Mr. Ranth. We are running out of time.”

      “Do we have time to work on runes?”

      She flicked her gaze to the floor. And Torian could see that there was a debate that waged behind her eyes. Was she trying to decide whether or not she trusted him enough to teach him anything?

      Maybe she was.

      At this point, Torian didn’t know why she wouldn’t trust them, but then again, he had seen reasons not to trust him, as he understood, and he had begun to question, which left him with his own sort of questions about what he was doing, and the way that he was leaning. If it came down to it, what would he choose if he were in her situation?

      “I did promise you a few things, but what I will teach you will be high-level. I know that you’ve been working with Professor Noble, but this is complicated. I don’t know if you can handle it, but I suppose there is no danger in seeing if you can.”

      “Thank you,” Torian said.

      “And I will work quickly.”

      “I would expect nothing less,” Torian said.

      “Very well.”

      With a wave of her hand, she dismissed the presence of earth that she’d used to obscure the ground, though he really did not do much to Torian, as he had already been able to see past it. She stepped forward, and then she started to explain runes, sub-runes, and then even more advanced topics. Torian could already feel his mind beginning to spin.

      Maybe this was the reason that he would stay at the university.
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      Torian’s mind was tired. He was different than he had been when he had been using some of the aspect of the Saith, or the valsahir connection, as while those were dangerous and difficult and required that he draw upon considerable power, they also didn’t make him nearly as exhausted as he felt now from having worked with the headmaster for several hours.

      She had gone through different aspects of runes and sub-runes and buried runes at different patterns and flows, and all of it had been a mingling in his mind that made it difficult for him to comprehend everything that she was trying to teach him. Torian knew that he needed to try to follow everything, as he knew that the answers that he wanted were going to be tied into what she had taught him. Still, it had been almost too much for him.

      Almost.

      The longer that they had gone, the more he had started to make sense of some of the things that she was showing him, to the point where he anticipated moves.

      He spent a restless night debating whether he was going to go to Astrid and talk to her about her brother before getting up in the middle of the night to the sound of thunder. And he sat on the edge of his bed, his hands clenched tightly, feeling for the energy that he knew was out there. This wasn’t thunder. He doubted that it would be anything like that. This was the same sound that he had felt—and heard—when Sarot had been targeted by Rusav.

      And just like then, a cold sweat began to work over Torian. There wasn’t anything that he could even do. There wasn’t anything that he could even say. He could feel the energy in the air, and yet, there wasn’t anything that he could do to stop it.

      He quickly got dressed, as he was not going to be caught up in his room while waiting on Rusav to attack.

      He slipped the different blades into his pocket, one for wind, one for earth, and then headed out. He didn’t stop at Sarah’s room. He didn’t want her to get caught up in this if there was anything to get caught up in. Instead, he made his way down into the courtyard, where he saw a pair of soldiers.

      They were running.

      And he realized that they weren’t the only ones running. There were other soldiers—along with several of the university instructors—that were running, as well.

      He followed them.

      It was probably a mistake, as he knew that there was probably not much that he could do here, but given his unique abilities, he had to at least be a part of it.

      He focused on the shadow wolf, wondering if Lasant might be out there and listening for him. Given that there was a dangerous explosion in the city, Torian had to hope that the shadow wolf was out there and ready—and possibly willing—to respond. There was nothing. The shadow wolf was silent.

      Why should the shadow wolf have been so quiet to him?

      What did he do to upset Lasant? Was it just because he had gotten caught?

      The shadow wolf couldn’t blame him for that, as Torian had tried to defend himself, and handle himself against everything that Rusav might do. Maybe the shadow wolf did not like the possibility that Torian was linked to him and that it might somehow harm him, as well.

      He took side streets, listening to the sound of thunder. Every so often, the explosions would come. The further he got to the city, the more Torian began to notice that there was a hazy energy in the sky. It left the sky all around the city with a purplish hue to it. The air crackled.

      Torian could feel something within it, and though he didn’t know if it was sahir power or if this was something tied to the runes or even valsahir, it didn’t matter. He felt as if he needed to do something to help. He held onto the blade of wind in his pocket, though he didn’t withdraw it. Instead, he kept it clutched in his hand, ready for the possibility that he might need to withdraw it.

      At one point, he passed a pair of older men, both racing back into the city. One of them was bloodied and had dirt smearing his face. Another was carrying a child. The child looked to be unconscious. He wanted to help, but he didn’t know enough about healing to make any sort of a difference.

      Torian kept moving.

      There was another series of thunderous explosions. They seemed to be picking up intensity and frequency, and yet, as Torian made his way to the edge of the city, he could feel something there, but he also realized that the city itself seemed to be stable. At least, as far as he could tell. The attacks might be building, but so far, the defenses that the city had placed were holding.

      He noticed an entire squadron of soldiers racing past him near a nearby street. He couldn’t help but wonder if any of the others that had once gone to the Sarot school had ended up in the Navarin military arm. There were others, like Dary, when Torian had been younger, who wanted nothing more than to have an opportunity to go and fight on behalf of Navarin.

      There seemed to be a series of attacks. One after another, working in a sequence.

      And that sequence was coming from within the city.

      Runes?

      Maybe the runes, or maybe it was coming from the Navarin soldiers, as well. But he wondered if it was going to be enough.

      He passed more people racing deeper into the city, including a young family. One of them, presumably the father, was leaning on a length of twisted branch and hobbled forward, bleeding profusely from one arm. His face was bloodied, as well. The woman next to him looked shellshocked. The two children that stayed with them were both small, and they kept looking up at their mother as if she was going to say something to them, or maybe just looking for reassurance. Given everything they’d been through, Torian suspected that they were looking for reassurance.

      Others came running along the street from the university. Torian recognized the dark robes, and he was thankful. One of the university instructors hurried over to the man, placed hands on them, and then forced him to lie down. Torian stood back, watching for a moment as a healing wave began to wash over the man. Torian wondered if he could learn anything from it, but at this point, was that supposed to be his focus?

      His focus needed to be on the fighting. His focus needed to be on trying to do whatever he could to stop Rusav.

      And so, he kept moving.

      He wasn’t a healer.

      That thought stayed with him. He had worked with Sarah, and he had come to understand that there were certain things that she was unwilling to do, but those things were not the things that he was unwilling to do. Torian had always enjoyed the fighting, not only from learning the forms and how to use the blade of wind with Visthor, but he had also enjoyed martial theory with Professor Erickson, partly because that seemed as if it would help him anytime that Rusav were to return.

      He readied himself.

      He didn’t know what he would find when he reached the border of the city, but at this point, Torian wasn’t even sure that even mattered. He hurried forward, and the thundering continued to build. All around him, the energy that lingered in the air was too much for him.

      Then he caught sight of soldiers beyond the boundary of the city.

      A section of the wall had fallen.

      Soldiers poured out of the wall, heading out into the night. There were other thunderous explosions, and yet, Torian didn’t know if the Rusav soldiers or the Navarin soldiers had the upper hand.

      And as Torian made his way toward the crack in the wall, he realized that no more soldiers were pouring out of it. Something washed over him as he neared it.

      It was a strange sense, but he realized that a weight lifted from him.

      He hadn’t even known that weight had been there.

      It was almost as if there was a restriction to his valsahir connection, but a restriction that had begun to press deeper and deeper upon him as if trying to bury some of his connection.

      How had he not even noticed it?

      The answer came to him obviously, though. Torian had been living with restriction for his entire life. He had been dealing with one form or another for as long as he had known, and if there was another restriction, there was no reason that he be aware of it. Only in this case, that restriction might be enough that it was pressing down on him, and suddenly he felt something.

      Wolves.

      There were wolves in the darkness. There had to be at least twenty of them. They were howling, but they were howling silently, using the shadow, using the night, to communicate.

      And Torian had not heard them until that restriction had been lifted.

      And here he had thought that Lasant had abandoned him as if the shadow wolf had decided that he didn’t want to talk to him any longer.

      He began to push on the strand of shadow within him.

      It was so much easier to reach for that strand than it had been before. He felt the separation. And without even meaning to, Torian began to feel the separation of other strands within him. He could feel—and identify—each individual strand of the valsahir buried within him to the point where he could start to tease and separate them apart.

      But he focused on dark. He focused on shadow. He focused on the shadow wolves.

      And he focused on Lasant.

      As he pushed that power out from him, he began to feel that connection form to the point where Torian recognized the shadow wolf, and he recognized the energy that was out there. He pushed again and again until he felt the sense of the wolf latching onto him.

      Lasant was there.

      “Where have you been?” Lasant asked.

      Torian had no idea how far away the shadow wolf was, only that it felt as if the wolf was farther from him than he had been before, but given his new ability to push on the different strands, Torian recognized that he could push and draw on even more power. He could feel that energy, he could feel the way that he was pushing, and he could feel the way that he needed to push.

      “I’m sorry,” he said hurriedly. “I didn’t mean to separate from you. Something happened.” He conveyed the restriction.

      The wolf howled again.

      “I have felt the same.”

      “What’s going on out there?”

      Torian had no idea if Lasant would be able to convey anything to him, but he thought that he needed to know. Given everything that he had been dealing with and how long it had been since speaking of the shadow wolf, he wanted a better understanding of what was going on out in the city, and whether he could be a part of it.

      “Killing,” Lasant said.

      “Not wolves,” Torian said.

      There was a moment of pause. And then he noticed a shadowy form in the darkness beyond. It took a moment to realize that Lasant had made his way closer to him, and yet, he was still hidden. It seemed to him that Lasant was using some aspect of dark in order to conceal himself, though Torian had hoped that whatever it was the shadow wolf was doing that it was strong enough that it could not reveal himself and his presence to others that were out there. He didn’t know, though.

      “Not wolves. Not yet. But Rusav fights.”

      “What are they doing?”

      He didn’t really expect an answer. Lasant surprised him. An image formed in his mind, and it was one that seemed to be comprised of different aspects of power that began to swirl and build together. It seemed to Torian that it came from the other wolves, forming something of a map the way that Torian had once seen when he had been trying to get information about how to navigate through the forest. And in that map, Torian realized there was a massive central void—which had to be Corsalt itself—and then beyond it were other scattered shapes. It took him a little while to recognize just what the shadow wolf was trying to show him, but as it came to him and he began to piece it together, he realized what it was.

      He could see the location of the wolves. That was just one aspect. And he could see the location of Navarin. Somehow, the shadow wolves were able to identify the difference between them. But it was what he could see of Rusav.

      There had to be thousands of Rusav soldiers. More than Torian would have expected. And they were beginning to encircle the city.

      “So many,” Torian said.

      “Killing,” Lasant said.

      “We have to find a way to stop them.”

      And again, Torian didn’t really expect the shadow wolf to answer him, as he didn’t expect there to be any way for the shadow wolf to answer him.

      Surprisingly, Lasant did.

      “No way to stop. Time to run.”

      “I do know that I can run,” Torian said. He wished that he had a way of conveying something back through the map, but maybe he didn’t need to. “I’m in the city. Others that I care about are in the city. And I don’t know that I can slip away.”

      “Then there will be killing.”

      And it seemed to Torian that Lasant was resigned to that.

      Not only resigned to the fact that Torian might die but surprisingly, it seemed as if the shadow wolf was resigned to the fact he might die.
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      The air smelled of violence. Torian found it altogether unpleasant, an odor that seemed to radiate everywhere throughout the city as he made his way through the streets the morning after the attack. There had been no other incursion past the walls, which meant that Rusav hadn’t managed to breach beyond the boundaries of what they had already encountered, but the city, and the Navarin military, had struggled with the attack nonetheless.

      Distantly, Torian could still feel Lasant. It was much more acute than it had been for some time, which reassured him. But it also left him with a series of questions he didn’t have an answer to.

      Why had he lost his connection to the shadow wolf in the first place? Was the headmaster responsible for it?

      This was all too familiar to Torian. It reminded him of what had happened during the attack on the Sarot. There wasn’t the same destruction, not yet, but it was only a matter of time. He wished that he was more confident in the Navarin military ability or the ability of the university to provide protection, but he simply was not.

      How long would it take for Rusav to eventually be able to overwhelm them?

      There was one person that Torian could go to who might provide answers and be more receptive if Torian went alone.

      Torian made his way through the city. By the time he reached the prison cell, he wasn’t exactly sure what he was going to find, and he was concerned that the presence of the Navarin military might actually prevent him from getting any further than he already had been. And he was a little concerned that the Navarin military might have decided that he was too much of a risk. The headmaster had alluded to that already.

      The guards were standing by the main entrance to the prison building. As Torian approached, he did so with a measure of confidence that he didn’t necessarily feel. He headed straight toward the door. Once he made his way down to the cell, he heard more voices.

      “We need to get him to talk,” a gruff voice said, one that Torian didn’t recognize.

      “Unfortunately, there is no guarantee that what he tells you will be of any use. We have others who have been interrogating him—”

      “Students,” the gruff voice said.

      Torian tried to figure out who had been the first one to speak. He couldn’t really tell. It sounded a little bit like Professor Order, but he didn’t think that she would have been down here making that comment.

      “A particular student. One who has been useful to us. If you take the time to actually understand the connection, we are going to be able to use them both.”

      Torian tried to move forward, wanting to know who this was that was speaking, but he couldn’t tell. They had wanted to use him?

      He was valsahir, after all, and he understood that meant that he was different.

      He was a part of Navarin, and he had suffered under Rusav no differently than anybody else had. That alone should’ve been reason enough to want to work with Torian to try to help understand all the different things that he could do.

      “If that other doesn’t prove useful soon, your testing time will be over. We cannot keep waiting.”

      “And you can trust me that it is going to work.”

      Who was this?

      Torian couldn’t quite hear who this was. It sounded female, and there were not that many females in the university that would know about him and the kind of things that he could do.

      Professor Order and the headmaster.

      He slipped forward, and when he did, he caught a glimpse of gray fabric swishing down the hallway, disappearing in the direction that Torian could not access. There were different connections to this cell, and Torian understood that he wasn’t permitted to access all of it because some of it was hidden from him intentionally, but mostly because that was used as a way to try to limit access to the Viper from anybody who should not have it.

      He waited a moment longer, curious about this other somebody who was most likely from the Navarin military, Torian surmised and then headed further forward.

      When he stepped out, there were five of the Navarin military guards. One of them was an older man with gray hair, a muscular build, with a pair of swords that he’d seen in the headmaster’s office, strapped at his side. Torian didn’t need to see the man’s blades to know that they were likely rune-marked, which meant that they would be incredibly powerful. Weapons made by somebody who had vastly more skill than he did. Then again, the type of blades that he was likely carrying was probably made by those within the university.

      Two of the guards were familiar to Torian, and they nodded to him before glancing to their superior officer. Torian feigned ignorance, and he flashed a smile.

      “What are you doing out here?” the officer asked.

      “My name is Torian Ranth, and I’m a student who has been interviewing the Viper, trying to get information from him.” He glanced over to the two familiar soldiers before turning his attention back to the one he’d seen with the headmaster. “I come down every so often and usually have another student with me. But after the attack last night, I thought I needed to learn as much as I could from the Viper so that we can make sure that we have any information that we need to better understand what he might be doing while working with Rusav.”

      The man watched Torian, and for a moment, Torian thought that he was going to send him away. And at this point, given that Torian thought that the man was probably some sort of a Navarin military officer and likely commanded the troops inside of the city, he suspected that he wasn’t going to able to do or say anything to challenge that from him. But he also didn’t want to get into a pissing match with somebody like that.

      “You will report to me anything that you uncover.”

      “And you are…”

      “I am General Pordath.” He glowered at Torian, and there was a look in his eyes that suggested that Torian should somehow have known who this man was.

      For Torian’s sake, he simply did not because he wasn’t exactly sure that there was anything that he could know about the Navarin military without having somebody from the military explain it to him. He was a member of the university. At least, that was what he had always assumed, but given everything that had been happening and comments that had been made, he was left with questions as to whether or not he truly was.

      “It’s a pleasure to formally meet you, General. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to visit the Viper. Unless anybody else wants to come with me?” Torian looked at each of them, forcing them to meet his gaze. He might be only a student, but it was time that he felt more comfortable with the fact that he was also valsahir and all of what that entailed. He was powerful, wasn’t he? He may not have had many chances to use that power, but in this case, he needed to try to flex some of that power so that he could force them to pay attention to him. The others at the university obviously did.

      “Go,” the general said, waving his hand toward the door.

      The pair of guards standing by the head glanced over to Torian, one of them, a mustached-man named Philan, offered a sheepish smile before triggering the runes on the door and opening it for Torian to step inside. Once he did, he turned for a moment and then activated the runes on the other side. He did something more, a bit of dark, using his valsahir strand. He sent it sweeping throughout the entirety of the cell.

      Torian had no idea if it would make a difference, but if it did, maybe it could obscure anything that the headmaster, or anybody else who was trying to listen in, would be able to observe. He had the idea from the headmaster, after all. Had it not been for her, he may not have even considered the possibility that he could use his connection in such a way. But in this case, and in this way, he thought the dark would be enough.

      He stepped forward. He found the Viper seated in the center of the cell, and even though it had only been a day or two since he had seen the man, there was something about him that seemed even more withdrawn and broken than it had been before. Torian was not sure why, only that he could feel some part of him had changed.

      “You’re just going to sit there?”

      “I thought it would be for the best,” the Viper said, barely turning and glancing toward Torian. “You have come alone.” He frowned for a moment, and then he flicked his gaze toward Torian. “And you have decided to place your own protection. Are you so afraid of me?”

      “It’s not for you,” Torian said, and he positioned himself in front of the bars. He stared through them, wishing that he could force the Viper to help him, but every other time that he had come here, Torian had been unsuccessful at it. “I’m giving us an opportunity to speak freely.”

      The Viper arched a brow at him. “And why would you want to speak freely?”

      “Because I have questions, and I want to understand what you have been doing here, and I want to understand more about you and Rusav.”

      “You aren’t going to like the answers,” the Viper said.

      “It doesn’t matter what I like. What matters is the truth.”

      The Viper snorted. “The truth? Interesting coming from a cub who hasn’t even questioned why he has the restriction that he does.”

      “I have asked that question. I just haven’t had an answer that I have found satisfactory.”

      “And until you start digging, I doubt you will.”

      He had to be careful here. This was exactly what the headmaster had warned him about, and he knew better than to engage the Viper in that sort of thing, especially as he knew that the Viper was likely going to use his own curiosity, his own questioning, to try to work against him and put him against Navarin. Given what he had learned about the Viper and what he understood about his role in trying to force others to betray themselves and their nation, there was a part of Torian that also worried about whether the Viper would somehow encourage Torian to take that sort of action, as well.

      “Why don’t we get some real answers here? You’ve been evasive, and I think it’s time for you to not be so evasive with me, especially if you want to gain whatever it is that you intend to gain. You’ve been trying to hide here, and you obviously know more than what you have been willing to share.”

      “Obviously,” the Viper said. “And you are a little more than a cub who is playing games that you cannot understand.”

      “Then help me understand,” Torian said. “I want to know more, and I want to understand just what it is that I can do.”

      He snorted again. “What you can do? You can follow and serve the way that they want you to. March the way that they tell you to. Behave the way that they tell you to. That is what you want.”

      “That’s what Rusav wants.”

      “And do you think Navarin is so different?” He sniffed. “Our peoples were once united. We come from the same stock, and that means that anything that one does is in the nature of another.”

      “I don’t think it’s quite like that. I’ve seen Rusav slaughter entire towns.”

      “Perhaps you have,” he said, and he watched Torian for a moment as if trying to gauge whether or not Torian truly had. “Or perhaps you have seen what your people wanted you to see.”

      “The slaughter was Rusav. It was Tamish.”

      Once again, as Torian mentioned Tamish’s name, he saw a slight hesitation from the Viper. Torian had expected that, having seen it a few times and recognized that, for whatever reason, the Viper did not care for Tamish.

      “I need to know the truth. I want to know what you have been dealing with, but I need the truth. What role do you have in Rusav? Why are they sending so much of an attack because of you?” Torian leaned forward, and though he didn’t press himself against the bars, there was a part of him that wondered if he should. Maybe he could step inside of the cell. He wasn’t worried about the Viper getting free. There had to be protections on the chains that prevented that, enough protection that he wouldn’t even be able to break free of them. “Is this a rescue, or is this to kill you?”

      The Viper frowned for a moment, and then he scooted toward Torian. The weakness inside of him seemed to be more profound than what Torian had seen before, and only then did he recognize that he had been beaten. Had the Navarin soldiers come here, or had it been somebody else?

      “You finally question?”

      “I’ve always questioned. Are they here to rescue you? If so, why aren’t they using any of your creatures?”

      The Viper actually smiled. “Oh, if only they could.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They don’t know the key. And they won’t if it’s up to me.”

      “Wait. So you have the key to these creatures, and Rusav is coming because of that, or is there something else that is tied to it?”

      The Viper was quiet for a few moments. Torian continued to focus on the shadow strand and push that outward, but he also used something else. Now that he was more aware of the earth strand, he began to push on that, as well. It was uncontrolled, unstructured, but it was not nearly as potent as it had been when he had first come to the university. At that time, Torian had not known how to do anything with his valsahir connection that could tease it apart and had only had the violence within him. He was concerned about what that might mean if he lost control, but so far, ever since he had been working with the Viper and realizing that there were different strands of power that stretched inside of him, he had not felt that same concern.

      But then, some of it may have come from the colansar trees that surrounded the city and prevented him from accessing the true power of valsahir inside of him. He didn’t know how much of it was from what Corsalt and the university had placed so he was limited and restricted even more. And some of it may even have come from some of the runes that the headmaster and others had placed around the city.

      “Rusav wants me back.” The Viper turned to Torian, and it seemed as if there was resolve in his eyes that had not been there before. “They want what I have and what I know because it could topple them.”

      “The same could be said about Navarin.”

      “Of course,” the Viper said. “I expect that is their plan. Take me, force me to help, and then the real attack would begin.” He smiled tightly. “Assuming that I am willing to work with them.”

      “Would you?”

      “Not by choice,” he said softly.

      “Could they make you work without your choice?”

      “Could you be forced to do something that you don’t want to do?”

      Torian wanted to say no, but then again, he wasn’t sure that answer was accurate. Given some of the things that he had done since he had come to the university and the way that he had been asked to serve, he was no longer even confident about what he might do. And he wasn’t even sure that it made much of a difference, after all.

      “I suppose with the right pressure,” Torian said. “Sort of like how you pushed Astrid to help you.”

      “Is that what she told you, or is that what you assume?”

      “She told me that you claimed you could help her get her parents.”

      “If she learned enough, I wouldn’t have to get them,” he said, meeting Torian’s gaze. “If she learned enough, she could walk in and take them herself. That is what I told her.”

      “So you believe she could be valsahir.”

      “I know she can. I know she is.”

      “And you would teach her willingly?”

      What would Torian do and what could he become if he had somebody willing and able to teach him about the valsahir power inside of himself? What might that mean?

      Torian did not know, but at this point, he wasn’t even sure that it even mattered. He had been learning all that he could from the university, gained access to different sahir connections, and learned about runes that he would never have learned how to use, either. But would he learn more? Would he ever be a true valsahir?

      “I teach those who need to learn.”

      “I need to learn,” Torian said.

      “No. You want to learn. And I have given you what you need.”

      “You have not given me anything.”

      The Viper looked around him. “No? And yet the control that I see you displaying around here and the way that you have obscured everything with the dark valsahir strand suggests otherwise. Perhaps even a little bit of earth, which is surprising to me.” He snorted, meeting Torian’s gaze for a long moment. “So yes. I would teach her willingly.”

      Torian wasn’t even sure what to say at this point, and so for a moment, he hesitated. “You haven’t even given Navarin a reason to keep you alive.”

      “Haven’t I? I told them from the very beginning, from the very first moment that I let them take me, that if I die, the control I have will be destroyed—and that is when Navarin will suffer.”
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      Torian stood at the edge of the city. He hadn’t known what to do after having his conversation with the Viper. It had not gone the way that he had thought that it would, nor the way that he had hoped that it might go, as he felt as if the Viper had been honest with him in a way that he had not been before. He was the key to keeping Rusav from whatever attack that they intended, and if he were to fall, and to fail, then there was a very real possibility that Rusav would gain control over the creatures. Even if they didn’t get that control, there was a very real possibility that those creatures would be able to attack, overrun Corsalt, and then spread beyond.

      Torian had seen the effect of those creatures and had dealt with the danger that they posed. Some of them were easier to handle than others, but all of them were violent and terrifying. And the Viper believed he could control them.

      Could he?

      Those were questions that Torian didn’t have the answer to, but from the way that the Viper had looked at him and the resolve in his eyes, Torian believed that he could.

      He wanted to go back to Astrid, but what would going to Astrid even do for him?

      She might not even have the answers that he wanted. Even if she did, Torian didn’t know if she would share anything more with him. Increasingly, Torian believed Astrid wanted nothing more than to get her brother and then rescue the Viper to continue learning to become a true valsahir to save her family.

      What did Torian want?

      That was the question that plagued him, as it was a question that he didn’t have much of an answer to. Did he want to continue to serve here at the university? There had been plenty of offhanded comments about what it might look like. If he were to stay, he would end up as a professor, teaching other students. But that would ultimately mean that Torian’s valsahir connection would end up fading over time, he suspected. And if it did, he had no idea what would happen to him or that ability, and he had no idea what that might mean for him and didn’t know if he would eventually lose the connections that he had to the point where he ended up as little more than a sahir. Maybe a powerful sahir, much like the headmaster, but nothing more than sahir nonetheless.

      Every so often, Torian felt a faint trembling. It was the same thunderous trembling that he had felt the night before during the attack, and though there was no evidence of additional Navarin and Rusav fighting, he suspected that it was only a matter of time before that all revealed itself, and the battle began to press deeper into the city.

      War was here.

      And unlike when it had come to Sarot, Torian felt as if he was fully capable of being a part of it. That is unless he had to deal with Tamish or the Mother. Either of them was going to be more than what Torian would be able to handle, he suspected. He didn’t want to have to risk himself against them, but who else could do so?

      Distantly, he sensed Lasant.

      “I don’t know what to do,” Torian said, sending it through the shadow and wondering if Lasant was even willing or able to answer him. At this point, Torian didn’t know if the shadow wolf was paying attention to him.

      There was a pause, and then Lasant’s shadow-connected voice came to him. “Run.”

      Torian smiled to himself. “You only want me to run because that means that the killing can be avoided. I don’t know that it can be. Not anymore. Not after what we have already seen and experienced. It might be too late for that.”

      “Run,” the shadow wolf said.

      Torian took a deep breath. Maybe he should run.

      But if he did, what would that look like?

      And where would he go?

      There had been a time when he had believed that he might be able to escape from Corsalt and might even head out of Navarin so that he could understand what it was for him to become valsahir. There was a time when Torian believed that the answer would come from some journey that he could take with Sylvia or Visthor and the others, but he no longer did. Given what they had said and what he had seen, he didn’t know if he could get to a place where he could learn enough to be free. He didn’t know if there was even a place like that. The only thing that Torian really knew was that he was trapped.

      Caught between two sides in a conflict where he wanted vengeance for what Rusav had done to his family, but at the same time, Torian also didn’t want to be drawn into a war and forced to keep killing.

      Maybe that wasn’t even his thoughts. Maybe some of that came from the shadow wolf, from the way that Lasant felt about the war, but if that was the case, then Torian couldn’t help but feel as if he agreed with the shadow wolf. He didn’t necessarily want to end up battling indefinitely. Why should he? And why should he need to?

      The only thing that Torian really wanted was to understand this power and what it meant for him to have this Saith connection.

      He needed answers.

      Especially now that he had learned from the Viper that the headmaster had known what knowledge he possessed.

      Torian had wondered why they had kept him alive. And more than that, he had been questioning why Rusav would spend so much effort to try to get to the Viper. Why was one man so valuable? Torian had thought that it was because of what he was.

      That had not been it at all.

      Not that Torian could blame the headmaster for her reasoning, though. If the Viper truly was the key to ensuring that the creatures did not attack and that Rusav did not gain control over them, then they had every reason to keep him alive. It was just that the reason should have been shared, shouldn’t it have been?

      “What will you do?” Lasant asked.

      And Torian had a distinct sense that the shadow wolf already knew what it was that Torian was going to do but wanted to have a better answer from Torian and didn’t want to have to rely upon the shadow connection and whatever emotion that he might uncover between them to share it.

      “I have people here that I care about.”

      “You can’t stop war.”

      “I know,” Torian said.

      One person couldn’t stop a war.

      But that didn’t mean that he couldn’t be a part of it. He already was.

      He had been a part of this from the very moment that his village had been destroyed.

      He made his way back through the city, and at one point, he paused to look along the street. He had continually passed additional Navarin soldiers, and he was reminded of the General. None of them would be able to stop Rusav.

      By the time he reached the university itself, he anticipated that there would be no further sign of any of the soldiers, but he continued to pass many of them.

      He paused for a moment. He could go out to the wagons and see if Sylvia and Visthor were there. If anybody would be honest with him, he thought it would be them. But then, when it came to the Viper, he understood Sylvia’s position, and he feared that if he were to share with her that he had his own questions about the Viper and what he intended, Sylvia might react poorly to it. Instead of doing so, he headed into the university and made his way to the headmaster’s office. He didn’t really expect her to answer.

      After knocking briefly on her door, he was surprised that she pulled it open, glancing out to see him.

      “Now is not a good time, Mr. Ranth,” the headmaster said, her dark gaze hardened.

      “It has to be now. I spoke with the Viper.”

      “So that was you.” Torian nodded. “I see. Well, you might as well come in.”

      He stepped into her office. It was a little bit better organized than it had been when he had been here the last time, and the carpet had been replaced. Torian wondered if she had finished the room that she had been making on the floor or if she simply had concealed it once again. He was tempted to try to push some of his valsahir connection down into that room to see if it had been modified in any way and, more than that, to try to identify if there was going to be anything that he could do to unsettle it, but he decided against it. He didn’t know if that would even make a difference, and he didn’t know if the headmaster would be angry if he attempted to do so. She might not even realize it, though.

      She motioned for him to take a seat. He rested his arms on the armrest of the hard, wooden chair and looked across the desk at her. The piles of paper that had been there had been neatly stacked. There were several different books, though Torian couldn’t see their spines from the angle that he was at. He had several different artifacts on the desk: metal sculptures, some with runes on them, and a wooden bowl that seemed to be prominently positioned in the center of the desk. The headmaster leaned forward and then moved the ball, twisting it for a moment before setting it down on the side of her desk.

      “I spoke with the Viper.”

      “Obviously, or I wouldn’t have allowed you in here. You must have done something to obscure my ability to listen.”

      “You can listen, but you can’t see?”

      “Tell me what rune that you might think of which would allow you to observe from a distance.”

      Torian frowned at that question, but he realized that she was asking something valid, as he could not think of anything that would make a difference like that. Maybe there was nothing. Or maybe she simply wanted him to think that there was nothing.

      “I don’t know. Maybe a combination of light and wind,” Torian said, frowning to himself. He could think of different ways of combining the runes, though there wasn’t anything that he had ever seen before that would look like that. “I’m not as familiar with it as some. I’m only barely getting to understand the basics of rune making.”

      “The basics,” she scoffed, waving her hand and leaning back in the chair. She grabbed one of the sculptures that she had on the desk and twisted it in her palm. It was something that looked like one of the animals that they had dealt with. “You know far more than the basics. You know as much as any student who graduates from the university.”

      “I do?”

      “Well, not about synthesizing runes, as that is a much more complicated technique and one that only comes with time and experience and practice, to be honest. But you know enough about the actual flow of the runes and the variant forms of them so that I would have a hard time telling you that you could not pass the university based on runes themselves.”

      Torian had known he had impressed Professor Noble, but he had thought that it was just because he had been able to find access and answers within the runes that he did not think that Torian, at his level, should have been able to find. Maybe it was more than that.

      “So there isn’t any way of observing somebody from a distance?”

      “Perhaps with line of sight,” the headmaster said, “but not the way that you are describing. You can use runes to listen, however. Wind is effective but also dark.”

      “And earth, I suspect,” Torian said.

      The headmaster looked up, and there was a hint of a smile curling her lips. “Very good. I wasn’t sure if you would have picked up on that.”

      “I’ve seen you using earth before. You must be strong in it.”

      “I have some talent,” the headmaster said, and she offered a bit of a shrug. “But not as much as some.”

      Torian had a hard time believing that. The headmaster was supposedly one of the most gifted in the university, and he suspected that she was also one of the most gifted throughout Navarin.

      “And you must have learned something about your valsahir connection from the Viper to have permitted you to have negated the observational devices that I have placed.”

      “Actually, not particularly,” he said.

      “He didn’t teach you that?”

      “He taught me about trying to connect to them, but he didn’t tell me anything more. And I don’t even know that he can, or will until he is free.”

      “Oh, he won’t be freed,” she said.

      That fit with Torian’s belief in what they intended to do with him, as well.

      “He told me you knew why Rusav was here.”

      The headmaster sat back, and she was quiet for a few moments. Torian believed that she was trying to decide what she wanted to tell him and how much she wanted to tell him before she let out a heavy breath and shook her head. “I had not expected him to have convinced you.”

      “Don’t,” Torian said.

      The headmaster frowned, and she paused for a moment. “Don’t you?”

      “Don’t try to play this out as the Viper managing to convince me of something that he should and could not have been able to do. He’s not told me anything that is false so far.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Well, he’s not told me anything verifiably false. He may speak in generalities, and he may have his own agenda, but what he has told me, at least so far, has been true. This means that you knew that if he were to die that Rusav would gain control over the creatures. Either that or those creatures will run wild. Why haven’t you shared that?”

      “Those who need to know do know,” the headmaster said softly.

      “Which means the Navarin military knows.”

      She shrugged slightly. “It knows. And there is very little that others can do about it. The fact that we have the Viper is forcing Corsalt to be a pivot point in the conflict with Rusav.”

      “Not a conflict,” Torian said. “A war.”

      “Fine,” she said. “Call it what you want, but the reason that we are now at the center of it is because of the Viper. Deal with Rusav here. Deal with the Viper, and we can take them on more traditionally.”

      “You think that you can convince him to work with you.”

      “I think that we need to. Yes. That is why I have been allowing your visits.”

      Torian had just been used, though he had also benefited. “And if he doesn’t help?”

      She shrugged. “Then we use what we know to destroy Rusav.”

      “What if we can’t? They have a valsahir, perhaps more, that are quite powerful.”

      “And do you think we have no way of dealing with valsahir, Mr. Ranth?”

      Torian took a deep breath, thinking about something else that the Viper had asked him. Why did he have a restriction? Torian had no idea why, and he had no idea what that meant for him, only that he had always known about that difficulty inside of himself. And yet, having learned about it left him thinking that perhaps it was something that he had done, or perhaps the Saith had done, to him.

      What if there had been an outside force that had placed that restriction on him?

      What if others throughout Navarin had that same restriction?

      And if so, the question became why.

      “I want you to learn as much as you can from him about his control over these creatures. Either him or the girl. She obviously knows something, as well. We need to turn back Rusav before the attack harms more Navarin citizens. Are you willing to do that, Mr. Ranth?”

      What was he willing to do?

      He wanted nothing more than to see Rusav destroyed. After what they had done to his family, slaughtering them along with the village, he couldn’t help but feel that way. But there was a part of him that didn’t want to be a part of a war, either.

      If he wasn’t, though, what would happen? How many would suffer?

      More than he cared to do.

      And if that were the case, then he would have to do something, and he would have to try to intervene, even if it meant convincing the Viper to work with him.

      Either that or Astrid.

      An idea came to him then.

      “If I’m going to convince Astrid, I’m going to need access to her brother.”

      The headmaster hesitated. “That, unfortunately, is going to be a problem.”
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      Torian took an opportunity to visit with Professor Thomas, who had Johan in his room. At least he had Johan’s remains in his room. Johan had passed away at some point.

      Torian wasn’t sure that he had the full story. Any time that he attempted to push the headmaster on it, she had alluded to the fact that something had happened to Johan during an attempt to try to heal him. Professor Thomas, along with Professor Order, had not been able to save him. Torian did not know what to believe, as he did not know how much he trusted what the headmaster had been telling him, especially given what he had learned so far. At this point, Torian no longer knew how much he could even trust the people that were around him.

      He stood in front of the bed in the healing chamber. Professor Thomas stood behind him as Torian looked down at the pale, lifeless form of Johan.

      “Were the two of you close?” Professor Thomas asked.

      “Not at all,” Torian said. “I don’t think that he liked me very much, mostly because I was friendly with his sister. But he deserved better than this.”

      “I am sorry we weren’t able to do more for him.”

      Torian found himself frowning and wishing that there was something more that he would’ve been able to do, and feeling as if he had failed. Somehow, he was going to have to go to Astrid and share with her what happened to her brother. But once he did, how would she react?

      Given what Torian had been through and everything that he had started to encounter, he wasn’t even sure that there was anything that he was going to be able to do—or say—to Astrid about him.

      “Thank you for letting me see him,” Torian said.

      He headed away. He went about his day, going through his classes, working with each of his professors as they wanted of him, trying to push them to share more with him, and not at all sure that he was succeeding while trying to come to grips with what he was going to say to Astrid if he could say anything. By the time evening rolled around and Sarah caught up to him, after having studied independently for much of the day, he still didn’t have a good answer.

      “You’ve been quiet,” she said.

      Torian looked around, thinking about what he had been told by the headmaster about how it was easy to listen in on conversations. How many of those conversations had somebody listened to during his time at the university? Probably more than what he had known.

      “It’s nothing,” Torian said, and he focused on the dark strand within him and attempted to try to spread some of it out and around so that he wouldn’t be able to have anybody listen to him unless he was willing to. He wanted to offer himself a measure of protection, but at this point, Torian wasn’t even sure that there was anything that he could do to ensure his safety.

      Sarah took his arm, holding onto it for a moment. “I know you better than that. Something’s going on, and whether you don’t want to tell me or not, I can help you.”

      “I know you can,” Torian finally said, feeling as if there had to be something more that he could tell her and deciding what it was that he was going to say. “It’s just… Well, it’s just that I don’t know what to do here.” He pushed out with more of the dark strand, using that shadowy form to try to create a band around himself. When he did, he could feel some of the shadows and the darkness and could feel some of that valsahir connection sweeping away from him. Throughout that, though, Torian couldn’t help but feel as if there had to be another way that he could do what he already had and another way that he could summon the power that he had.

      He filled her in on what had happened, all the way down to the attack, which Sarah had known about, through to his experience with the Viper and what he had said and on to what he had told and talked to the headmaster about. Sarah listened. When he was done, he looked over to her, worried about how she might react.

      “So now you have to go to her and tell her what happened to her brother.”

      “More than that, though,” he said. “At least, it will be more than that if I do what the headmaster wants of me. She wants me to get information from her or from the Viper about how to control the creatures. I think she’s worried that Rusav might succeed, and if they do, she wants us—maybe even me—to have a way of countering and challenging them.”

      “I see,” she said with a sigh. “And you don’t necessarily want to do that.”

      “I don’t know that I can.”

      “I could go with you.”

      Torian took her hands. “I would love it if you did, but it’s time. I need to tell Astrid what happened to her brother. And I don’t think having somebody else with me would make it easier.”

      “I understand,” Sarah said.

      He let out a heavy sigh. “You’re so understanding.”

      She shrugged. “Do I have much choice? You’ve been through a lot. You have seen a lot. And I don’t know what’s going on here, and I don’t know if there’s going to be anything that I can do to make it better, but I want to try.”

      “I appreciate that,” he said.

      He left Sarah then, and before starting down to visit with Astrid, Torian paused at a set of windows. When he was there, he could practically feel some energy that was radiating nearby. There was something about that energy that trembled, giving him a distinct sense of power, though it was a distant sort of sense, one that Torian was not exactly sure of its source, only that he could feel some part of it building. It had to be Rusav, and if it was, Torian wondered what that meant for him. He worried, in fact. If there was something more happening, what would he do?

      Better yet, what could he do?

      Probably nothing. Given everything that he had seen and everything that he had experienced, Torian did not think that he was going to be able to be a part of stopping the war. There was too much taking place, and he was just a student.

      Torian could feel some faded aspect of his shadow wolf connection, but it wasn’t as potent as he needed. He worried about that and about how that might diminish his ability to understand if Rusav were to attack.

      Finally, he made his way down the hallways leading to the underground of the university. At one point, Torian thought that he heard something else moving, and he hesitated, wondering if somebody was following him. He focused instead on the shadowy energy that was within him, and then he let some of that sweep out. He had access to the valsahir strands, and if somebody was using him and his knowledge of these underground holes to follow him to try to find Astrid, then he would be more cautious.

      Once he focused on the dark strand, he moved onto earth and added that to what he had been doing. Torian knew that it would offer another measure of protection, and in doing that, he was confident that he could at least conceal himself and his movements so that anybody here wouldn’t be aware of his presence.

      Finally, when he was done, he was comfortable with what he had completed.

      He moved on.

      He stayed in the darkness. To him it wasn’t nearly as dark as Torian could see through that darkness, and he was able to make out different strands of shadow and energy that seemed to exist around him in ways that he had not been able to make out otherwise. It was almost as if having connected the way that he did, and as he could see, he was able to pick up on a trail and could make out that trail well enough that he could see the energy that was there, much like he could see the course that he was supposed to be taking.

      At one point, Torian again felt and thought that he had heard something moving near him. He thickened the dark, using that strand of energy that he was connected to in order for him to do that. It was a relatively straightforward process to do so, enough so that Torian was able to press through the dark and he could mask his movements. He slipped forward, taking a few different turns, until he got to Astrid’s room, where he stopped.

      Torian hesitated a moment there, and he focused on the different presence that he could feel, and as he did, he recognized that there were still protections in place here. He was thankful that he could feel them and hurriedly started to unlock them when the door popped open.

      Astrid stood in front of him.

      She looked a little disheveled, her hair wild, her eyes narrowed and dark. And what was more, there was a certain sense of energy that emanated from her that he couldn’t quite place. Maybe it was valsahir energy, or maybe it was tied to the fact that she had not expected Torian to suddenly appear.

      “You,” she said.

      “It’s me.”

      “I thought that you were going to come back sooner. I kept waiting. I did as you asked, and I haven’t been venturing out, but I kept thinking that you were going to come back. I didn’t think you would betray me.”

      The comment surprised Torian, especially given all that she had done and how she had reacted to them. And at this point, he wanted to try to say something, but at the same time, he wanted to get inside her room so that he didn’t have to worry about whoever was out there and following him.

      “Can I come inside? I don’t know who’s tracking me, but I suspect I have somebody behind me.”

      She frowned, glancing in either direction, though he had the dark thickened enough that he hoped that he had kept anybody from following very easily.

      “You have somebody following?”

      “I don’t know,” Torian said.

      Had he used one of the variant patterns that Professor Order had taught him, Torian thought he might’ve been able to pick up on things a little bit more easily and might even have been able to track whoever was there. Using his valsahir connection and the emptiness of the dark made it so that it didn’t work quite as effectively. He wasn’t sure whether there was anything more he could do short of just continuing to push.

      “If you brought somebody down here to expose me—”

      “That wasn’t my intention.”

      She motioned for him to follow her inside the room, and Torian did. Once inside, she closed the door, and then she used a much more advanced runic form to tighten the seal over the door.

      She had been learning.

      “That was good,” Torian said.

      “I know it was good. I don’t need for you to tell me that,” she snapped at him.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, raising his hands. “I just wanted to compliment you on what I saw. It was skillfully done. I don’t know that it’s going to make a difference, especially as the sahir within the city have ways of detecting and tracking runes, but it might work.”

      “Might?” she asked, arching a brow at him.

      Torian just shrugged again. “It might. Again, I don’t know. It’s hard to say with any certainty.”

      “What are you doing here, then? Did you bring information about Johan?”

      Torian had been debating about how he was going to handle this and had spent quite a bit of time trying to come up with the right answer. There wasn’t a right way, he knew. There was only a way of trying to provide her with some follow-up, but also a way of trying to get what he needed.

      “I did. But first, I have to ask you a few questions.”

      “That’s not how this is going to work. I saved you, after all.”

      Torian nodded. “I know you did. And I’m not trying to upset you here. I just have to ask you a few questions.”

      “And why do you have to?”

      “You know why.”

      “They sent you?”

      “Somebody did,” Torian said. “And they believe you can control the creatures. And that you can help.”

      “I can have some control over them,” she said softly. “But I don’t have much. Not nearly as much as he does.”

      “And if he loses control, will it be as he claims?”

      “And what is it that he claims?”

      “Well, he claims that he is all that stands between them and Rusav gaining control over them.”

      She took a deep breath and then was quiet for a moment. “It’s possible.”

      “Just possible?”

      “Again, I don’t know. It’s what he tells me, and I have no reason to believe otherwise.” She glanced over to the door, frowning. “Why?”

      “Well, from what I’ve been able to determine, Rusav is starting to make progress and push deeper into the city. I don’t know how much longer Navarin is going to be able to withstand the attack.”

      “You think to use them?” She started to laugh. “That’s not going to work. There aren’t any even here, Torian. Not like that. Not to create an army.”

      “I didn’t know,” Torian said softly.

      “Well, if you would have been paying any attention, you and your friends had slaughtered pretty much everything that we had access to.”

      “They were your friends, too.”

      “I…” She shook her head. “I know they were. But they aren’t any longer. And now they are gone. Why does it even matter?”

      Torian wasn’t sure that it did. And at this point, he did not know that they were going to be able to slow the Rusav onslaught and end the war.

      Maybe Lasant was right. Maybe it was time to run.

      “Are you going to tell me about Johan, or what?”

      Torian let out a heavy sigh. “Yes.”
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      Astrid reacted just about as Torian would’ve expected. He snuck her into Professor Thomas’s office and showed her Johan. He had needed to use his valsahir connection, but then again, he had not needed to do it all by himself. She had her own way of helping; in between the two of them, they had managed to sneak entirely into the office without anybody being aware. At least, nobody that Torian had managed to see.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “After everything was lost, and now I’ve lost him?” She looked over to him, and there was a question in his eyes. “Why did you do this to me?”

      “You know what happened here, Astrid. Don’t pretend that you don’t. You could have changed this had you only helped us understand things sooner.”

      “I didn’t expect this.”

      “Again, I’m so sorry.” He didn’t know what else he could or should say. The only thing that he felt like he could do was just to be there for her, and even in doing that, Torian wasn’t even sure that there was anything that he could help her with. Eventually, he asked her if she wanted him to stay, which she didn’t, so he slipped away.

      A thundering built all around him.

      It was throughout the city.

      Rusav was building their attack. Torian could feel it.

      Could he do anything? With each thundering explosion, Torian felt a jarring sensation through him. All of this for what the Viper had built. All of this because of who he was. And all of this would destroy.

      It was one more result of the Viper’s work destroying others.

      And what was strange was that Torian had a feeling that the Viper did not want the destruction this time. He found himself outside and in the darkness, with little more than a sliver of moonlight.

      When Lasant’s voice came through the shadowy connection, he nearly jumped.

      “Time to run.”

      “What’s happening?”

      “Fighting. Killing. Your city.”

      For a moment, Torian wasn’t exactly sure what was happening, but then he saw something. It took him a moment to realize just what it was and the fact that it came from Lasant that was pushing a connection through him, offering him snippets of information, a way of seeing and feeling more. He was showing Torian a map. It wasn’t the first time that the shadow wolf had shown him a map, only this time, what he saw through that map seemed to be much more profound than before.

      There had been thousands of Rusav soldiers before. Now there were twice that.

      And Torian had a pretty good idea of how many Navarin soldiers there were.

      Not enough.

      Regardless of what happened here, the city would fall. It was a matter of time.

      Everything around him was failing.

      Torian raced back into the university and hurried to the headmaster’s office, pounding on the door. When the headmaster pulled it open, Torian hurriedly explained what he had found from the shadow wolf. He tried to fill her in on the conversation and realized just how ridiculous it sounded, but it was necessary.

      The headmaster squeezed her eyes shut for a moment before looking over to him. “Are you certain of this?”

      “I’m as certain as I can be. The shadow wolves have been telling me what is happening, and I know that you don’t necessarily want to believe in them—”

      “Is that what I have said to you?”

      “Well, to be honest, I’m not exactly sure what you want from me or from the wolves. I just know that there are some within the city who don’t necessarily trust me.”

      “If you are talking about the general, Shelley, he doesn’t trust anyone. But it might be more than that, unfortunately. There are some who believe that those like yourself have no role in Navarin.”

      “Is that why I had a restriction?”

      “I don’t know why you had a restriction, Mr. Ranth. And I spent quite a bit of time working with Aldrich to try to see that any with real talent was discovered. If you know anything about me, you would know that I have never dissuaded you from your power. But there are others who feel differently. There are others who feel that your power hews too close to that of Rusav. And so—”

      The headmaster didn’t have a chance to finish. There was a loud explosion of thundering energy. Torian had been able to feel the shadow wolves near him and heard Lasant, but it seemed as if there was a sudden change in that ability.

      Lasant’s presence was there, much more vibrant than it had been before.

      Whatever runes had limited him had shattered.

      “There is not much time remaining,” Lasant said.

      “What can we do?”

      “Run.”

      “There are too many Rusav soldiers,” Torian said, looking over to the headmaster. “And everything that I’ve been able to see tells me that Rusav is making a concerted effort to end the war now. If they overrun Corsalt, many people will die.”

      “All who are capable will fight.”

      An idea came to Torian, based off of something that he had learned from his shadow wolf connection, along with what he had seen from Astrid.

      “Move as many people as you can beneath the city. Give me a chance to try something. Let me go to the Viper.”

      She looked over to him, and every bit of suspicion that he’d been feeling from others within the university seemed to linger in her gaze, but it was there for only a moment.

      When it faded, she breathed out heavily. “I hope this is not a mistake, Mr. Ranth.” She took him into her office, and she pulled out a piece of paper, where she quickly traced out a rune. “In order to neutralize the protections around him, you need to do this.”

      It was relatively straightforward, even. And despite all of that, Torian thought that he could even take care of it, but he wasn’t even sure how he felt about it. He nodded to her, nonetheless.

      “Remember what he told you,” she said. “If he were to die…”

      “If they were to capture him, it’s going to be just as bad,” Torian said.

      “I will work on securing the city with some of the others. You do what you need to do. I fear what this might do for you. And how it might look.”

      Torian understood what she was saying. If he did what he intended, it would appear as if he were breaking the Viper out of prison. And others would blame him.

      But if he could save Corsalt, if he could save a city, even one that had not been his own until recently, from the destruction of Rusav, shouldn’t he?

      Lasant’s words stuck in his mind. The shadow wolf wanted him to run.

      But Torian was not a runner. He had always wanted to fight.

      And so, he sent that out to the shadow wolf, letting him know. He didn’t know how the shadow wolf would react, but he felt as if there was a strange sort of resignation that came through him.

      Torian raced through the halls. By the time he reached the entrance to the university, he saw Sarah. She looked weary and terrified, but there was something else in her eyes that surprised Torian. There was a look of resolve. “There’s something I need to do.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to do something dangerous. And I don’t want anything to happen to you. You told me that you weren’t a fighter.”

      “I might not be a fighter, but that doesn’t mean that I can’t be a part of this.”

      He hesitated. “You can. But let me do this first. Find me?”

      He gave her a quick hug, which seemed to surprise Sarah, and then Torian darted out of the university and raced through the streets until he reached the prison area. There was a pair of guards there. He wasn’t willing to risk anything, so he focused on the shadowy strand inside of him.

      It felt denser, more potent than it had before. He didn’t want to think about why that was the case, nor did he want to think about what that meant for him. Instead, he shifted some of the shadows around him, using something akin to a shadow summon, and then started forward. They pushed against the darkness as if they were going to use shadow dispel, but Torian was far stronger.

      How could he not be? He was valsahir.

      Once he got into the building, he continued to summon the darkness.

      And as he made his way down to the prison, he knew how this was going to look.

      It was going to look as if Rusav had come for him.

      He felt pressure and a presence inside of the darkness.

      Torian focused on that and then solidified the darkness. It seemed somewhat easy, comparatively from what he had learned from Professor Order. He wondered how she would feel if she were to learn what he had done and how he was using the shadows. Then again, maybe she would understand. He was using techniques that she had mentioned, only he wasn’t using anything of his patterns to enact those techniques. By the time he reached the prison, he had passed several different cards, and he felt somebody actively straining against him. Torian mixed a little bit of earth with the dark and then pushed. The earth gave it some more solidity than it had otherwise.

      He heard a grunt, and then two people collapsed. He headed straight toward the door, activating it. Once inside, he hurried over to the bars of the cell.

      “I need you and your help. If you want to stop Rusav, now is the time.”

      The Viper looked up at him. Then he glanced over to the door. “What have you done, cub?”

      “Would you help?”

      “This is the choice you’re making?”

      Torian wasn’t even sure what choice he was making, but at this point, he wasn’t even sure that it mattered. “I need help stopping Rusav. There have to be five thousand soldiers surrounding the city.”

      The Viper closed his eyes for a moment, and when he opened them, there was a bit of darkness there. “Five thousand? And how many of the spezat soldiers?”

      “I’m not able to determine that. The shadow wolves told me how many there were there.”

      “Interesting. Perhaps not so inexperienced as I had believed. But there is very little I’ll be able to do.”

      “You can help with your creatures.”

      “There is no help. You removed that help.”

      “And that’s what Astrid said, as well, but I have it on trusted authority that there has been movement through the forest. Regardless of what you believe, some of your creatures have remained. Either called by you, drawn to you, or perhaps even working with Rusav. I need your help.”

      He took in a deep breath, and when he let it out, he turned to Torian. “I’m afraid I cannot.”

      “Then you will stay here as Rusav overwhelms the city.”

      “Ah, but it is already too late. Can’t you feel the sacrifice?”

      Torian blinked. “The what?”

      “You didn’t know. Not that I blame you. It is one of his tricks. He convinces others to make a sacrifice which weakens the defenses, usually made by someone familiar with the city or a familiar power, so that it’s overlooked…”

      Torian stopped listening for a moment.

      Jensen’s comments came back to him—as did the pattern he’d been trying to make.

      A sacrifice.

      That was what he’d meant.

      “What happens to them?” Torian asked softly.

      “The same as with any sacrifice, of course. It serves the greater good.”

      Which meant Jensen was gone.

      Torian hadn’t even had a chance to talk to him again. And now he was gone.

      All because of this war.

      All because of the Viper. The creatures the Viper controlled.

      All because of power.

      “Maybe it’s time I make a sacrifice,” Torian whispered.

      He started to smile. “Such a dangerous choice, cub.”

      “You want to return to Rusav?”

      “I do not.”

      “Then help,” Torian said. “Help us. Help me. Help yourself.”

      He looked as if he wanted to argue, but then that hesitation faded. “You have to get me out of here, and unfortunately, I don’t think that a cub like yourself would be capable of it.”

      Torian began to make his way around the room, finding the runes that the headmaster had shown him. At each one, he paused and made a slight modification until he could feel the various change himself. It was a steady shifting of energy, one that caused the pressure against him—a pressure that Torian hadn’t even been aware was there—to begin to lift. As that pressure started to shift and leave, Torian recognized that the energy here was all designed to overpower valsahir.

      How many other places were like that? How many other protections had they placed on the city and around him that were designed to overpower someone like himself? How often would he have to try to deal with that? If there was any dealing?

      Maybe if he were to stay here, stay in Corsalt, or stay in Navarin, he would always have that to deal with. And if that were the case, was that what he wanted for his own fate? Or did he want something more, something greater?

      Finally, he finished the circle. When he did, he turned to the bars. The headmaster had not told him how to deal with that. Distantly, he became aware of something pressing behind him.

      He turned, but not before the Viper stood, yanked on his chains, and then the stone exploded. He stood in the center of the room, the remnants of his chains hanging from his wrists and energy swirling from him. He pressed out one hand, and waves of darkness began to ripple, rolling toward the doorway.

      “You do know how to do this,” the Viper said. “Interesting.”

      “Can you help stop Rusav?”

      There was a moment when Torian feared that he had been wrong about all of this. In that moment, he started to think about all the different things that he could try, different ways that he might be able to stop the Viper, and techniques that he had learned. Through it all, he came up with different uses of unstructured power, fearing that it was going to become necessary for him to use that. He had no idea if he would be strong enough, doubting that it would. The only thing that would give him the edge over the Viper was the fact that Torian was not diminished, and he thought that the Viper was.

      But would that knowledge be too much for him?

      Finally, the waves of darkness eased a little bit, and the Viper turned to him. “I will do what I can, but I make no promises, cub.”

      “Thank you.”

      He practically growled. “Oh, do not thank me. Never thank me.”

      He stepped over the bars, and then with a sudden shuddering of earth, light, and wind, separate strands that Torian was somehow aware of him using, the bars shattered, and the Viper stepped free.

      He looked over to Torian. “Can you detect the flow?”

      “I saw what you were doing,” Torian said.

      “Good. Because we are going to need whatever you can do if we are going to deal with Rusav. And to be honest, I do not know that the two of us will be enough.”

      He strode forward, and he created what looked like a tunnel in the darkness. He pressed shadows off to either side and behind him, creating only a small walkway.

      Torian followed, feeling that dark and that energy, and more than that, recognizing that he could follow just what it was that the Viper was doing, partly because he had the connection to that strand of dark within himself. Had he not learned how to connect to that, Torian wasn’t sure that he would’ve been able to follow it. Even now, the strange energy he saw and felt left him marveling.

      Then he saw soldiers lying motionless.

      The Viper glanced back at him. “You did this?”

      Torian crouched down next to one of them. The man’s head was twisted at a strange angle, and his eyes were glossy.

      “I didn’t kill anybody,” Torian said. “I used shadow and earth to incapacitate them, and don’t think I was pushing too much.”

      “Perhaps your lack of control overwhelmed them.”

      Torian started to stand. “No. It wasn’t too much. I use only the two strands that I have some connection to. I…”

      Something wasn’t right. He pushed out with the dark.

      It was a control of power that he had before, and it was something that he continued to stretch outward with, trying to make sense of, but even as he attempted to, he could feel that energy starting to leach beyond him. But it was more than what he pressed out with. It was what he could feel. And what he could feel was something strange and something dangerous.

      And even as he felt it, Torian did not know that he had much of a choice here.

      He turned to the Viper.

      “Can you detect anything out here?”

      “My control is weak,” the Viper said. “Too much time trapped there, unfortunately.”

      “Then—”

      Torian didn’t have a chance to finish. He felt other pressure against the dark. And as he focused on it, he recognized the source of it; only the power that was there was far different than anything that he had ever felt before.

      As he turned to the Viper, wanting to say something to him, the shadows exploded.
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      Torian blinked, trying to grab for the control he had, but any control that he had was diminished. He attempted to try to draw on that energy, thinking that if nothing else, he might find a way of summoning more of the dark and using the shadows again.

      But he did not have the time.

      The figure standing across from him was familiar. It had been a long time since Torian had seen Tamish, but he recognized him immediately. He was every bit as powerful as Torian remembered, dressed almost regally in dark blue that was embroidered with runes and radiating valsahir energy. Tamish looked at Torian, and then he turned his attention to the Viper. His eyes carried the same malevolent energy that he had when Torian had seen him last time, and there was an unmistakable strength to the man that Torian could feel. It seemed as if he were much more potent than the last time, or maybe it was just Torian’s imagination.

      “Intriguing,” the man said, looking from Torian to the Viper. “The child had been with Aldrich, and now he is with you.” He smiled tightly. “It’s time for you to return home, Marenth.”

      Torian had not known the Viper’s name before. He wondered what his real and full name was.

      “I’m not returning home,” the Viper said. “And you know that.”

      “Do you think that you are strong enough to handle me?”

      “I think I am.”

      Tamish spread his hands on either side of him, and there was a crackling of energy. Torian was reminded of what he had felt when he had gone into that strange place of the Saith energy, and for whatever reason, he could almost feel as if he were still there, or at least part of him was. Still, he had to find a way of moving the weight aside, find a way of drawing upon that power, if he wanted to try to draw upon enough power so that he could overwhelm just what Tamish was going to do.

      “I think you once were,” Tamish said. “But given the current circumstances, I think that you have faded. Navarin is good at that, as you are aware. But some of us have learned how to maneuver throughout Navarin and their little restrictions.”

      “Have you?” the Viper said.

      “Oh, I have. And soon enough, the city will be overrun. We will deal with this little threat, and the rest of Navarin will return to Rusav, as was foreseen.”

      “Nothing was foreseen,” the Viper said.

      “No, you know that it was. You saw it yourself.”

      “I saw nothing. I only shared with you what the olanthar saw.”

      Torian wondered what sort of creature that was.

      “And that was the unification of Rusav with Navarin. The ancient lands were united, brought back the way that they should be. And here we are. On the threshold. We will reclaim your little friends, bringing the soldiers through Navarin before they have an opportunity to regroup and overpower them. The stronghold here is not going to be enough.”

      What had happened throughout Navarin?

      If this was a stronghold, how many others were there?

      And what more would they do?

      “You’re going to find I am not coming easily.”

      Torian sensed movement near him. And he looked over. Three of the spezat came toward him. They were each carrying blades of earth.

      Torian glanced over to the Viper. “Can you handle him?”

      “Oh, I can handle this one.”

      Tamish started to laugh. “And do you think you can handle them, child?”

      “I have. Or maybe the Mother didn’t tell you.”

      Torian darted forward, hurriedly forming as many different forms of blade variance as he could while reaching for his Blade of Earth. And he pushed on a dark strand, calling to Lasant.

      He tried something else. He focused on Visthor.

      “Need help. Attack.”

      And with that, he fell into the forms that Visthor had taught him.

      It was a simple thing. It was something that seemed to fill his mind and fill his awareness, helping him recognize what he needed to do. As much, and as diligently as he had trained with Visthor, Torian didn’t think that he would be able to handle this fight. Nor did he think that he would feel as comfortable as he did. Surprisingly, he did feel comfortable. He mixed light with the blade of earth and brought the blade down, carving toward one man’s thigh, and then kicked, somehow knowing enough to solidify his leg with his own connection to earth. The man went flying. He turned, bringing his own blade of earth upward and shifted to wind. A final blast exploded from the end of it, tossing the other attacker back. He then darted toward the last one and mixed in with a bit of the blade of metal, the combination exploding from the end of it.

      When he was finished, he turned back to see Tamish and the Viper locked in battle.

      Two valsahir.

      Not only that but two powerful valsahir.

      He could feel something. He didn’t know what it was, only that he recognized that there was power coming from them. The power he felt from them wasn’t like anything Torian had felt before.

      Still, there was something about this battle that told him the Viper was not nearly as powerful as Tamish. Maybe it was because the Viper had been restricted for as long as he had, or maybe it was that Tamish had found some greater power.

      Torian detected more soldiers coming.

      He flicked the blade of earth off to the side and sent an explosion of wind outward with it. The combination was enough that the soldiers collapsed.

      Then he turned his attention back to Tamish and the Viper.

      He had to help.

      “How did he get free?”

      The voice out of the darkness caught his attention, and he nearly jumped.

      It was Astrid.

      “I freed him,” Torian said. “We need his help. We knew Rusav was going to break through. There wouldn’t be any way to stop them without somebody like him and his power.”

      “So you just broke him out?”

      “Should I have done something else?”

      “What do you intend to do with him once he’s out?”

      “I intend for him to…” Torian didn’t even have an answer. Fight Rusav and get past Tamish had been the goal. If they managed to survive that, then what? “I don’t know,” Torian said.

      “I’m surprised at you, Torian.”

      “I’m full of surprises.”

      The Viper was pushed backward, and though he was using power that Torian could only scarcely follow, he could tell that Tamish was overwhelming him.

      So Torian stepped forward.

      He had to try something different. He wasn’t sure that anything was going to work here and didn’t know if he would even be able to use his unstructured power the way that would make a difference, but Torian needed to do something to help.

      And he unleashed a burst of energy, striking Tamish.

      It was pure and unstructured power. It was something that Torian had drawn upon, something that Torian could feel deep inside of himself, and it was something that he thought that he could and should be able to control.

      Somehow, Tamish managed to deflect it. More than that, he seemed as if he had absorbed some of it. He glanced over to Torian, a hint of a smile curling his lips.

      Then Tamish darted forward. He sent a series of different spikes, spirals of wind, and other sorts of attacks at Tamish. They were too fast for Torian to follow. But Tamish seemed to have no difficulty with it.

      “You aren’t going to be able to intervene,” Astrid said, taking his arm. “Let them fight it out.”

      “We must stop it here. So much of Navarin has suffered because of Tamish.”

      “And when you stop him, then what? How many others do you think that you are going to be able to use your ability on?”

      “I don’t know,” Torian said, and at this point, he simply did not know. The only thing that he did know was that he had to try, and he had to do something.

      Then he felt a trembling.

      For a moment, he thought that Tamish was using earth, but that wasn’t it at all. He spun, bracing, and was not at all surprised to see the Mother stepping toward him. She looked so casual.

      “Did you really come looking for us? So foolish, child.”

      “I didn’t come looking for you,” Torian said, “you came looking for me. I just wanted to protect the city.”

      “What does it matter if one more city falls?” She smiled tightly. “One more place that has bastardized the power? One more place that thinks they understand the true power of the Saith. It does not matter, boy.”

      “I’m really getting tired of people calling me names like that,” Torian said.

      He stopped, standing locked in one of the forms that Visthor had taught him and braced himself with the blade of earth. Distantly, he saw Tamish and the Viper battling. He had no idea what it was that Astrid was doing. He also worried that there wasn’t going to be much that he could decipher. He had to deal with the Mother first.

      And so, he pushed, adding the blade of metal to the blade of earth. When he did, he considered other possibilities, wondering if he might even be able to lock something more into it.

      And why couldn’t he? He had used a pattern to add the blade of metal, so why couldn’t he use the valsahir dark to add that to the blade, as well? The darkness then began to spiral around it, creating a dense layer over top of it.

      The Mother watched him, and it seemed to Torian that it was mostly amusement that glittered in her eyes, not fear. “You about done, child?”

      “About,” Torian said.

      But she didn’t give him a chance.

      She exploded forward.

      It took Torian a moment to realize just what it was that she was using. She had some combination of wind and earth and came flying toward him. Her blade of earth was already beginning to spin toward him. With as much power she was holding onto, and the way that she was sending it sweeping toward him, she was going to overpower him rapidly. He could practically feel the energy within the blade exploding toward him. He twisted off to the side the way Visthor had taught him and barely managed to avoid her strike.

      A sudden thrust of power exploded from her, sending him staggering back.

      Torian lingered, trying to let his vision clear, but there was no time for it.

      The Mother came streaking toward him again.

      Once again, Torian had to believe that she was using something of earth and wind, but how could she combine the two of them so effectively?

      He had to think about what the Viper had taught him. He hoped that there was some way that he could tease apart how she was using that power, and find something in it that he could understand and perhaps overpower it.

      He rolled off to the side, bringing his own blade up.

      She was quick, and she caught it.

      For a moment, Torian thought that she going to carve through it. He had seen her do that with his blade of wind before, but this time, it held. He didn’t know if it was the darkness, or if it was the fact that he was using the blade of earth, or perhaps it was the fact that he had some metal in with it. Regardless of what it was, the combination held, and it continued to build, giving him enough power that he could push her back.

      He took a shaky step forward, getting away from the wall.

      The Mother regarded him with a different expression than she had before, watching him with a look in her eyes that suggested to Torian that she viewed him differently. Not a threat, he doubted.

      There was nothing about him, or about what he could do, or about how he could use that power; it would pose a threat to her. And if he couldn’t pose a threat to her, how would he ever think that he could pose a threat to Tamish?

      “You really could have been a useful child. Unfortunately, he thought to turn you, use you the way that he used so many others.”

      “No use,” a deep voice boomed through the darkness.

      Visthor.

      And with Visthor, Torian was aware of something else.

      Wolves.

      He didn’t know how many were there, but he could feel that there were some.

      Quite a few, in fact.

      And they were helping. Torian could feel them fighting, and among them was Lasant, who was ripping through some of the Rusav soldiers that were lingering in the streets. Torian had to question how many were out there, but maybe there was not any way for him to be able to determine it.

      Visthor wasn’t alone, though. He had come with Jakob.

      “You never managed to overpower me when we fought, so what makes you think that you can do so now?”

      “I not alone,” Visthor said.

      “Your little wolves? Such a shame that you still think that you can use them. Your little wolves will do nothing to save you.”

      “Not little. And not wolves. Torian.”

      “And yet, your little friend is also not enough.”

      “He was alone. Not anymore.”

      And with that, Visthor lunged.

      Torian had traveled with Visthor enough to recognize the different fighting styles and how he had wanted to teach him and Jakob how to fight together. And this time, recognize something else.

      Visthor wanted Torian to take the lead. When he had fought alongside Visthor in the past, he had always been the one to take the lead. And normally, Torian appreciated that because he understood that there were certain things that Visthor could do that Torian could not. But now Visthor recognized that, in this case, there was something that Torian could do that Visthor could not.

      Torian was valsahir. The Mother was valsahir.

      Torian shifted the blade and drove it at the Mother. He darted away at the last second, and Visthor was there, his blade of wind whistling.

      The Mother turned to him, and Torian switched, driving forward.

      The Mother was gifted.

      It was not about that, as Torian could feel and detect just what it was that she was doing and the way that she was using her control and the power that she possessed. Even as she attempted to fight him, she couldn’t overpower both of them.

      Visthor gave Torian an opening he had not been able to have on his own.

      When his blade caught the Mother on her thigh, he pushed some of the darkness out.

      She cried out, but only for a moment.

      Torian recognized that she was using earth. She was using that to strengthen herself. Visthor did as Torian would’ve expected, and he darted forward, sweeping his blade around, distracting her long enough for Torian to send a hint of the blade of metal into her flank. He tried to push, but she must have shifted something inside of herself so that it met resistance. Earth, most likely.

      She spun, and something about his blade of metal snapped. Torian had been using the sahir pattern and had not drawn upon the strand of energy.

      That was different than when he had used the dark on her.

      But she was hurt. She was cut.

      Visthor took a step toward her. She spun toward him, and then something jumped on her from behind.

      A shadow wolf.

      Another jumped. Another. Each time the shadow wolves lunged, she tried to spin, using her connection to earth, but it wasn’t going to be enough. The shadow wolves were too powerful.

      “Go,” Visthor said to Torian. “I and wolves take care of her.”

      Torian nodded and darted forward. He managed to reach the Viper and Tamish just as Tamish had somehow knocked the Viper down. Torian threw the blade of earth at him.

      It twisted and over, and with a push on the earth strand inside of himself, he forced more energy out. He didn’t know if it was even going to work.

      He looked up just in time, and he stepped off to the side.

      “A shame,” he said, flicking his gaze briefly over toward where Mother was now surrounded by the shadow wolves. “She was useful. But she was a threat, as well. One thing that you learn as you gain power, child,” he went on, grinning at Torian as he said it, “is that anyone who has your power is a threat.”

      “I don’t choose to see it like that,” Torian said.

      “You don’t choose to because you are a fool. And if that is what Aldrich taught you, then Aldrich is a fool. Or was, I should say.”

      “Aldrich believed there was something greater,” Torian said. “And he also recognized that I could reach it. You did not.” Torian took a step toward him. He looked down, and the Viper was starting to get to his knees, but as Torian glanced at him, he realized something.

      The Viper struggled.

      Torian had to try something.

      “Do you remember when we were there,” Torian went on, thinking that if nothing else, he could anger the man, if only so that he could force him to react in some way, “the Saith did not react to you? It reacted to me.”

      Tamish snarled and took a step toward Torian.

      Torian had reached into his pocket and pulled out a blade of wind. It wasn’t the same as the blade of earth, but he could use it, and he wondered if Tamish could not. He added the shadow, letting that spiral around the wind, and then added a bit of earth. He used both of the strands of the Saith and valsahir connection through him and into the blade. Something of the blade seemed to buzz, vibrating.

      And he remembered something that the headmaster had said to him.

      Those weapons were old. They had been made by somebody long ago, something that the Rusav soldiers had been trying to replicate but had not been able to do so. They understood the power in them, which allowed them to summon wind, but they were not able to do anything more than just that. Only as Torian focused on it, he felt something deep inside of it. Could this have been a true blade?

      “It bothers you, doesn’t it?” Torian asked. “The Saith rejected you.”

      “They did not reject me.”

      “I’ve heard the rumors about you and how you continue to attack different places outside of different villages,” Torian went on. He started to piece together what he had been hearing, and thinking that he understood the reason and the connection behind it. “I think you have been looking for an opportunity to get back at them. But maybe they won’t listen to you.”

      “The Saith will listen to me. They gifted me.”

      “No,” Torian said. “You had your opportunity for that power, and you failed. I did not.”

      “And yet you still don’t understand.”

      “Perhaps not,” Torian said.

      He looked down at the Viper; he thought about what the Viper had told him, about how he had to push feel for that energy deep inside of him, to feel for the different strands, and to then pull them out. The problem for him was that the strands were there, but his connection to that valsahir power was different.

      For so long, Torian had thought that it was tied to that weight that was inside of him and then tied to the weight that came from being inside of Corsalt and from the trees that surrounded them. And as the city had been attacked, he had started to think that the restriction was something else, perhaps tied to the different runes that had been placed around it by the headmaster and others.

      As he thought about it, he wondered if maybe that was wrong entirely. When he had gone before the Saith, Torian had told the Saith something then. He had told him that he didn’t want that power, that he didn’t want to be burned off. He had told him that he did not care about it.

      And that was a lie.

      “I want all of it,” Torian said softly.

      Tamish was watching him.

      Torian took a step forward. Power was within him.

      The problem for Torian, at least the problem that he had had in the time that he had been in the city without having anybody there to guide him, was that he had not known how to access it. He had always been afraid of it. He was afraid that if he were to push too hard, to work too hard, or to reach too far, he would burn himself off. But any time that he had the opportunity to draw on that power, he had found otherwise. There had not been any power burning off. There had not been anything other than more power.

      And so Torian pushed.

      He pushed in a way that he had not before. He pushed away what came from the valsahir connection inside of him; he pushed in a way that pressed on that restriction.

      When he did, he became aware of something. He had felt that energy before.

      That restriction had a familiarity to it that he had never known. It was a pattern. And he knew how to disrupt that pattern. There was a part of the pattern that Torian had seen and felt before. But more than that, he felt as if he could push something on it, making an additional mark and perhaps disrupt it.

      Modifying a runic mark was not all that challenging.

      So he did.

      Energy exploded in him.

      It was unlike anything that Torian had ever felt before. It filled him. It filled every bit of his being. He went white for a moment.

      He turned toward Tamish.

      “Direct it,” a distant voice said. For a moment, Torian thought that it was Aldrich, but then he realized that it came from the Viper. “Funnel it. Find a way to use what you have learned.”

      Use what he had learned?

      Torian had learned how to create patterns. He had learned how to create runes. He had learned how to detect the strands of valsahir—even if not all of them. How was he supposed to do that?

      There had been a restriction inside of him, hadn’t there? That restriction had been tied to a rune, and though he had no idea who was responsible for it, he wondered. He focused internally and then placed a rune inside of him, overlaying it on top of that power.

      The power shifted.

      It formed a beam, one of earth, and Torian sent it shooting forward.

      As he did, he directed it. It slammed into Tamish.

      Torian recognized some resistance, but Tamish wasn’t strong enough to stop this. He knew that. He could feel that. And as that earth spike shot toward him and through him, Tamish collapsed.

      But Torian still had that power pouring through him.
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      “You have to find a way to control it,” the Viper said.

      Torian knew what he had to do, even if he wasn’t exactly sure how.

      Runes, right?

      That had been what had limited him in the past and what was limiting him now. If he could find a way of placing that, he thought that he might be able to seal that power back down. That was part of him that wanted nothing more than to just try to allow it to flow through him, but if he were to do that, Torian worried about what might happen; he worried about how that power might overwhelm him to the point where Torian would not have any way of managing it.

      Instead, he felt for that marker that was still there inside of him.

      He didn’t know who had placed it, but obviously, there was a way that he could control it. He modified it, the same way as it had been modified before, stripping away that extra band and feeling that weight falling back into place. As it did, the power that had exploded through him faded, collapsing somewhat.

      Torian felt everything go dark. It took a while to realize why that would be and that it had been the energy that was flowing through him to the point where it was nearly uncontrollable, and that he had managed to survive.

      The Viper had gotten to his feet, looking over to Torian. “What did you do?”

      “I did what had to be done,” Torian said. “And now you need to do what needs to be done. Tamish is gone. And…” Torian looked over to where Visthor was crouching next to the wolves. One of them was lying motionless. He thought that there should be the Mother’s body, but there was no sign of her. Had she managed to escape? “Rusav needs to be stopped.”

      “I cannot do it myself,” he said.

      “I can help,” Astrid said, her voice soft.

      “And she cannot do it herself,” the Viper said.

      “So you want me to be a part of this,” Torian said.

      He knew that he should be concerned by that and that it meant the Viper wanted to use him the same way that others had wanted to use him. In some ways, even his instructors here at the university had wanted to use him. But did he care?

      “I want you to understand the power that you possess. I think you need to. I think you need someone to guide you with it.”

      “I’ve been asking that of you. You can still work with me.”

      The Viper’s gaze drifted over toward the remains of the prison. At some point, the wall had shattered. Torian had even seen it happen. Had that been how Tamish had gotten here? He smiled tightly before turning his attention back to Torian.

      “I’m afraid I cannot go back there. And as you’ve seen, I can’t go back to Rusav. So…”

      “So what?”

      “So I’m offering you a choice. A difficult one, true enough, but a choice nonetheless. You can choose to remain here, where they will continue working with you, and eventually, you will rise to prominence within the university, I have no doubt. Or you can come with me. I will teach what I can and help you understand a measure of control over the valsahir power within you. And, if you are clever, which I have yet to decide, you may even learn about other connections of the world. There is another choice, but that is less desirable.”

      And by that, Torian suspected that he meant the creatures.

      “You said there was a third choice.”

      “Well, you could allow Rusav to take you. They would see you trained, as well. And given your potential, I have little doubt that you would eventually rise to prominence there.”

      What would he do? Visthor was there, standing behind him. Torian turned to him. Visthor glanced to the Viper, and though there was a hardness in his eyes, there was something else, as well.

      “I will deal with Sylvia,” he said. “You need to learn. Not here. You need to understand valsahir. Too strong.”

      “I don’t want to leave people behind.”

      “You not leaving behind. You save. Now you save self.”

      Torian spent a few moments debating, but the answer was obvious. Even as he considered it, he had seen what he could get out of the university, and though there were aspects of the runes that he thought he needed to learn—especially in light of what he had just observed—there was also something that he could not learn otherwise. He would not be able to continue to grow if he stayed here.

      “Change is hard,” the Viper said. “And painful. I can’t promise that this will be easy for you, but there are things that we can do.”

      “What do you intend to do? Do you intend to attack Navarin or Rusav?”

      “That was never my intention,” he said. “I have always studied something more, older, and deeper. But considering what I have seen here, I wonder if perhaps I need to do more than what I have already done.”

      “Which is what?”

      “Better understand the Saith. Obviously, there is power there I have never understood.”

      “You don’t believe in the Saith?”

      “I did not. Perhaps I do now. Or perhaps none of it makes any difference.” He glanced over to Astrid. “Are you ready to leave?”

      Astrid nodded, looked over to Torian, and then followed him away.

      “I don’t know that I want to go,” Torian said to Visthor.

      “Need to go. Nothing here for you.”

      “That’s not true. You are. Sylvia is. My sister is.”

      And Sarah. He didn’t say that because he wasn’t sure what to make of that.

      “Sister fine. She continue to learn. With Sylvia or here. Sylvia and me fine, too. You take care of self.” Visthor looked back toward the stairs. “Time to go. The Saith will bring us together again.”

      With that, Visthor wrapped Torian in a big hug and then released him, giving him a shove toward the staircase. Torian squeezed his eyes shut. All he could think about was the power that had flowed through him. It was now the second time it had happened, the second time he had felt that overwhelming sense of energy, and the second time that he had known it flowing through him. This time, though, he had managed a measure of control over it. And if he could learn that and learn how to maintain that control, then shouldn’t he do it?

      If nothing else, that was what he wanted.

      He started up the stairs. He caught up to the Viper and Astrid when a familiar figure came racing toward him. Sarah glanced at the Viper and frowned at Astrid before grabbing Torian’s arm.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I think I need to leave. I don’t know how much I can learn at the university. I need to know what it means for me to have this power. Right now, the only way that I can do it is by going with him.”

      Torian looked over to the Viper, who was continuing through the streets. He used darkness and shadows to conceal himself, but he was doing something else. It seemed as if he blended into the buildings somehow. Astrid, as well. Torian could see through what he was doing, but how much longer would that be the case?

      “I’m coming with you.”

      “You can’t come with me. You have too much here.”

      “Do I?” She looked around. Torian realized that some of the buildings had cracked, others had fallen. There was more destruction now than there had been during the previous Rusav attack. How much of the city had fallen? “I thought I knew what I wanted to do. I thought that he understood the sahir connection that I have. But I don’t. Not nearly the way that I would like to. And…” She looked ahead. “I can learn it with you. With them.”

      “I don’t think you are valsahir.”

      “I’m not saying that I am,” she said hurriedly. “I’m just saying… Well, I’m just saying that I want to come with you. Is that so bad?”

      Torian wanted to tell her no. He wanted to tell her that she needed to stay here to continue to learn at the university and to continue her studies. But he also liked the idea of having somebody familiar, somebody who was strong in ways that he was not. He liked the idea of having somebody who could help him when he could not necessarily help himself.

      And so, he nodded. “We should hurry, then.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “First to use whatever creatures remained in the forest to handle the remaining Rusav soldiers, and from there… I don’t know. I think we will find out.”

      A dark form slipped toward him. Torian looked over. It was Lasant, his side bloodied, and his eyes bright and shining. When he looked at Torian and then off toward where the Viper around Astrid had disappeared, he bared his fangs.

      “Are we running?”

      “I don’t know how much we are running versus how much we are looking for more information. But either way, we are leaving.”

      “Good.”

      With that, he prowled off.

      Torian let out a heavy sigh. “Well?”

      “Well,” she answered.

      “Are you ready?”

      “It’s going to be different, isn’t it?”

      “It is,” Torian said. “And I don’t know what we’re going to learn, and I don’t know what it’s going to do, but maybe it doesn’t matter. All that matters is that we try to stop a war. Somehow.”

      “Do you really think you can?”

      “I don’t know, but I can try.”

      “No. We can try,” she said.

      She took his hand, and they hurried along the street, Torian masking their passing with shadows. At one point, he could have sworn that he saw the headmaster looking in his direction, but he wasn’t sure. He passed soldiers, the university instructors, and none of them seemed to be aware that they were there. By the time they reached the edge of the city, Torian finally breathed.

      He looked to the Viper, who released some of his hold over the darkness and the shadows, finally turning to Torian.

      “The first lesson will begin like this.”

      And with that, Torian began to focus on what his new instructor would teach him.
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        Gifted a soul-forged bond with his dragon, Umbris, Kullen is tasked with hunting any and all who oppose the Empire.
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