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Deresk took in a deep breath—then another, then another. None of them did any good at taking away the weight in his chest. Despite all his efforts, war was looming. 
Needing fresh air, he stepped out onto the balcony of the manor his father had built decades ago and looked out over Ariok. In the distance, he could see men working on a new home near the outskirts of town, and it amazed him how the city had grown.
The wall constructed by his father had once completely surrounded the inhabitants of Ariok, but now it lay as a mere divide between the outer and inner parts of the city. His father’s estate sat near the northwestern edge of Ariok, just within the reaches of the wall.
In years gone by, his father’s pastures had separated it from the rest of the city, but now the House of Lords, the new market, and housing for the Paladins surrounded the manor.
Behind him lay the root of the Aritian Mountains, which bloomed green thanks to winter runoff. The canals of Ariok’s farmland flowed plentifully and he could practically hear the trickling current from here. His father had chosen the site for their estate well. 
Normally, the sight of the city growing outside the wall filled Deresk with accomplishment and satisfaction. People no longer needed to hide and protect themselves behind walls. But today, his burden seemed too heavy to be lifted by a picturesque landscape.
For three hours he had deliberated with Valoria’s lords. The massacre of the Tahirean township had all but destroyed the peaceful relationship Valoria had shared with Tahir. Deresk knew that, just as he had called the lords together, the Sajads were gathered somewhere in Tahir, deciding what to do on the same issue.
As king, he could make a decision without the support of his lords, but that could cause more problems than it resolved. His hands weren’t just tied. They’d locked him in the pillory stocks.
The heart of the problem lay in Lord Dahlquist, the Regent over Morristowne and its surrounding areas. He had come to Ariok with a complete lust for war. Morristowne shared the border with Tahir and therefore bore the brunt of the tension, but he had assumed that this would make Lord Dahlquist more prone to diplomatic action, not war. 
Deresk let out a long sigh and headed back into his study. War with Tahir meant only the pain and suffering of his people. 
The negotiations with them years ago had been peaceful and had brought great prosperity to Valoria. There seemed to be no reason to fight those who were their friends, but Dahlquist didn’t see it that way, and his arguments seemed to stir the fire in many of the other lords.
The more he thought, the more Deresk realized Dahlquist’s hunger for war shouldn’t have surprised him. Dahlquist had been a mercenary, after all.
But then again, so had Deresk.
He’d first enlisted Dahlquist’s aid during the purging of Morristowne. His knowledge of the city had been crucial in the Paladin’s victory at Morristowne and Mortagnan’s surrender.
Deresk remembered how stunned Dahlquist had been when he had commanded that no tax or payment should be made for the battle and the ensuing recapture. Dahlquist had complied with the mandate despite his own feelings against it.
Deresk had felt, at the time, that Dahlquist had shown great leadership and foresight in the battle. Not wanting to undermine Dahlquist’s existing authority in the area, Deresk had appointed him lord and regent over the region.
He had been but a boy then, and, had he known then what he knew now, he would not have made the appointment. Removing him now would cause all-out dissension, and the last thing Deresk wanted to do was divide the country. 
He would do it if forced to, but not a moment sooner. 
A small knock on the door pulled him from his thoughts. He looked up to see a young courier dressed in the standard green of the king’s house. The only part of the young man’s tunic that wasn’t green was the white silhouette of a horse in mid-trot that lay in the middle of the boy’s chest. It had been the symbol of Deresk’s family for many generations, a recognizable beacon of strength and power.
Deresk was proud the symbol had now become a herald of peace as well. Alongside the banner of the Paladins, his crest had flown in every battle during his crusades, and it truly had brought peace.
The courier gave a quick bow and, without a word, handed Deresk a rolled piece of parchment. He gave another bow and exited the room. 
The bear seal on the parchment was that of Tharyn, son of Theon. Deresk tore through the seal and unrolled the letter. He sat down at his desk and hastily read. His eyebrows furrowed as he got farther into the letter and his concern over the current state of Valoria only grew. News that he had hoped would lift his spirits only deepened his worries.
His gaze drifted from the letter to the plate of food on his desk. They had taken an hour recess from the council to get something to eat, but Deresk had no stomach for food. Just to say he tried, Deresk picked up a cut of potato and forced it down.
Looking again at the letter, Deresk had to admit that it was not all bad news. Lian had agreed to negotiate with the Sajads, and, if anyone could resolve this contention, it was Lian. The news of Jarloth’s appearance was most alarming, however, and it brought a new depth to the current problem.
Was Mortagnan manipulating the events or simply taking advantage of them? 
What would the lords say about this? It could unite them, but towards which action?
Mortagnan returning wasn’t a new worry in Deresk’s mind. He had often wondered what they would do should his former Paladin return to challenge him. He had always envisioned an instant call to arms, but now a call to arms was precisely what he wished to avoid.
During his crusades, people had fought and died, lost their homes because of his choices, but in the dark days, those atrocities all happened anyway. Now that they had enjoyed unprecedented peace, Deresk refused to let them return to that. 
Deresk pursed his lips, closing the letter. Until he had further information, he would not tell the lords concerning Jarloth’s attack on Tharyn. He didn’t know what Mortagnan’s involvement was, but his gut told him that Mortagnan was knee deep in it. 
Worst of all, Dahlquist would take this news to mean that Tahir was in league with Mortagnan and push for war. 
The king let out a groan. He missed the days of black and white, when those beside him were his allies and friends. When those he fought faced him on an open plain. When, atop his horse with his men beside him, he brought peace and prosperity to his people.
Now he fought and argued with the very men who had accompanied him in those days. Most of them were older than he, and the age in which they were raised was very apparent. They had learned in those days that to survive, one must make powerful friends.
Looking back, Deresk could see that many of them had joined him, not because of his cause, but because of his power. Now, after years of living under his reign and his laws, they longed for the days when they were the kings and rulers.
Thus, the very people to whom he had given power had become kindling that could ignite with even the smallest spark.
Deresk stood and marched toward the door. He would not let this issue with Tahir be that spark.

    
  Deresk adjusted the crown on his head. He’d never enjoyed wearing the thing. 
"We can't sit idly by and let our dark-skinned neighbors abuse and kill our people," Lord Dahlquist said, speaking for the lords.
They had chosen him during the previous council session to be the representative voice of those petitioning the king for war.
His dark hair fell across his shoulders. The hair above his ears was a shining silver and gave the illusion of elderly wisdom. His tunic was an elegant maroon lined with silver, not much different from the color of his hair. He stood in front of his seat near the head of one of the two long tables in the hall.
King Deresk sat at the head of the room, centered between the two tables. At the tables sat the various lords of Valoria, listening intently to what Dahlquist had to say.
“Morristowne’s defenses haven’t been replenished in ages, and they wouldn’t stand a minute against a Tahirean attack,” Dahlquist said.
“They haven’t been replenished because there is no Tahirean attack. They are our friends and allies,” Deresk countered. “Besides, the Tahireans live for tranquility. Despite their skill at weaponry, they are not men of conquest.”
“Your time in Ariok has been great, oh king, and your visits to the border are less and less with each passing year. You have not seen the culminating hate the Tahireans have for us Valorians,” Dahlquist said, his voice piercing and strong.
“Are you so noble as to say that this hate is only one-sided?” asked King Deresk. He worked hard to keep his voice even.
“Only as noble as a king who does nothing while dozens of his own people are robbed and murdered, but calls a council of his lords when his people have done something about it for themselves,” said Dahlquist. He appeared to have no problem keeping his voice even. The flat tone stabbed his point in even further.
“Nothing?” Deresk asked incredulously. “Do you really believe that you know all that the Paladins and I do?”
“Tell us then, oh king,” Dahlquist responded quickly, his speech layered with feigned reverence. “Tell us, what have you been doing? What have you hidden from us? Have any additional problems, or old problems…manifested themselves?”
Dahlquist held on to the last two words. His eyes tore right into Deresk and his lips curved into a cunning smile.
A tightness seized Deresk in the stomach and he gripped the armrest a little tighter.
His emphasis on ‘old problems’ and the word ‘manifested’ pointed to one thing.
Dahlquist knew about Mortagnan—but how?
The implications of this could be anywhere from simple political cunning on Dahlquist’s part to outright treason. 
Dahlquist’s words were not just a revelation or even a simple threat; they were daring Deresk to reveal the situation to the rest of the lords. 
He kept his face a stone. Deresk had played this game before, but never with such high stakes. He let the stone slowly fade into a sad smile, and he lifted his gaze to the other lords. They appeared clueless to the interchange that had just transpired between him and Lord Dahlquist. He stood in front of his throne and spoke. His voice projected the on-demand confidence he’d developed over the years.
“Lords of Valoria, I have heard your arguments. The attacks made on our people have been of the upmost concern for the Paladins and me. Men have been sent on missions to determine the identity of those responsible for the attacks on our people. Emissaries have already been sent to negotiate with the Tahireans. Our people will be protected, and those responsible will be found and judged.” 
“And if those responsible are an entire nation?” asked Dahlquist, his voice also confident.
Deresk glanced at the hateful lord. “Then we will have to fight for freedom more fiercely than we have ever had to before.” 
Dahlquist nodded, as if satisfied, but he remained standing, indicating that his demands were not finished.
Deresk looked around at those seated at the tables. No one looked surprised that Dahlquist still stood. Had they known Dahlquist had more?
Deresk extended his arms to them. “What more would ye have me do?” 
A lord at the end of the end table stood to speak. It was Lord Jaren, the regent over Glenn and its surrounding areas. He was a strong leader with good morals. He had defended Deresk’s plan for diplomatic resolution in the council session earlier that morning.
“We wish, oh king, for you to march forth at the head of the Valorian army, and station yourself in Morristowne.”
King Deresk’s mask finally broke, and his eyebrows raised in shock. He watched as Dahlquist nodded in Jaren’s direction. Lord Jaren looked uneasily up at Deresk before sitting down.
So, Dahlquist had done more than eat lunch during the break, but what could he have said that would change Jaren’s mind?
Deresk looked around at the faces of his lords, who were nodding in approval, and saw few friends.
Was that his fault?
They were all able men and had, for the most part, served the people well for the past fifteen years. They had only benefited from the prosperity, and Deresk didn’t understand their growing frustration with his rule. 
He was the one who had given them the title of ‘lord’ in the first place.
He looked at his uncle, Lord Ramden, who sat at the first seat of the table opposite Dahlquist. He, too, seemed to agree with the rest of the lords. 
Deresk couldn’t believe it. His uncle was hardly one to worry about affairs outside of Ariok. When Deresk had left on his crusades, his uncle had deemed him a fool, telling him that they were matters beyond his control. 
However, Ramden hadn’t complained too much when Deresk had left him regent over Ariok. After capturing Glenn, Lord Ramden had allowed his four sons to join Deresk on his crusades. A sign Deresk had seen as his full support, even if he himself stayed in Ariok to look after affairs there. 
And yet now, here he was, supporting those calling for war in a land that he himself had never visited.
With a sigh, and few options, Deresk again addressed them.
“I will ride forth to Morristowne, but I will not do so at the head of an army. We will not give Tahir cause to panic or lose their faith in us,” he said. “Instead, I will ride with my Paladins; as strong a force as any regiment stationed in Ariok. That should dispel any worry as to the security of Morristowne.”
There was a moment of silence as Dahlquist sat, indicating that the demands had been met. His demeanor was too confident for Deresk’s liking, and it made him uneasy. 
Deresk dismissed the lords and watched as they filed out of the hall.
His uncle approached, putting his arm around him. The arm, both in size and scars, showed a life of battle and hardship. Even in his old age, Lord Ramden struck an imposing figure. From someone else it might have felt like a power play, an attempt to intimidate, but Uncle was just being Uncle. 
“They just want to protect their people,” he said encouragingly. “You, of all people, can understand that.” 
“I fear too many just want to protect what’s theirs,” Deresk said, voicing his frustrations, “or take advantage of the situation to gain even more if they can.” 
Ramden slapped Deresk on the back. “You’ll sort it out when you get there. Best to be where the action is, eh?” 
Deresk nodded, almost to himself, and then bowed slightly as Ramden exited. 
As king and caller of the council, Deresk exited last, but he stopped as he entered the corridor. 
To his right stood a large stag, much too large to be a natural animal, though it had grown bigger than many other manifestations as well. 
Its white, furry chest came up to Deresk’s head. The slow in and out of its breathing was the only sign that it was a living creature. Atop its head sat a tremendous set of antlers, branching out and extending to the heavens. Metal bracers surrounded several of the upper antlers. The metal boasted ornate patterns, but Deresk knew the bracers were hardly for show. He couldn’t even count the number of swords deflected and broken by that ‘ornate’ work. The stag stared straight ahead, as stoic as a statue.
It was the manifestation of the man who stood to the left of the door; proof to all of the brave deeds he’d done. Nature wouldn’t have rewarded him with such a manifestation otherwise. 
It was Shemnon, captain of the Paladins, and Deresk’s best friend. He had been with Deresk from the beginning as a part of his father’s mercenary force.
His presence was powerful and his humanform intimidated people as much as his manifestation. Here was a warrior. 
He carried two broadswords crossed and sheathed on his back. He wore almost strictly leather armor except for two metal armbands that he used when sword fighting. 
The only color on his body was the red, gold, and blue of his necklace that identified him as a Paladin.
“The Lords wish that I ride forth to Morristowne,” Deresk said, removing his crown. 
“I heard,” Shemnon answered, nodding toward his manifestation. Deresk looked back at the stag and smiled. Its ears were standing up and directed toward the door. It was always so easy to forget that others possessed abilities that he did not.
“So, what do you think?” Deresk asked.
“The demand is not unreasonable. A people would want their leader around when there is trouble. Besides, you will want to be there when Lian comes to a solution with the Sajads,” Shemnon answered.
“How did you know Lian agreed to go?” 
“He was my second captain,” Shemnon said. “The man has a will of iron, especially in preserving the safety of the people. I always knew he’d agree, particularly with Tahir being involved.”
Deresk smiled—honorable men could make him do that. But the smile quickly faded. Too many less-than-noble men were making things difficult.
“You’ll also want to be in Morristowne simply to ensure that Dahlquist doesn’t do something foolish,” Shemnon added.
“Well, Dahlquist may not be the largest of our worries,” Deresk said, his voice lowering.
He looked around the corridor, making sure the last of the lords had gone. When he saw no one in the hall, he spoke again, this time in a whisper.
“Jarloth ambushed Tharyn on his way to Talen. Tharyn survived only by chance because Lian’s son was out hunting and guided him to Talen safely.”
Deresk didn’t explain the implications of what he just said; with Shemnon, he didn’t have to.
Shemnon raised his eyebrows a bit, yet his expression remained calm and passive. Deresk had always admired his friend’s strength in hard times and hard news. He relied on it. Sure, Deresk knew how to hold a straight face for an audience, but Shemnon truly was unfettered by the outside world, wholly at peace regardless of circumstances. 
“What makes matters worse,” Deresk continued on, “is that Dahlquist knows something about it.”
Shemnon stood in silence for a few moments. Deresk knew his old friend would be calculating the information, weighing likely outcomes and plans of action. 
Finally, Shemnon rolled his shoulders and turned to Deresk. “Do you think Mortagnan is responsible for the conflict?”
“It certainly fits within his capabilities.”
“Then he must have a next step planned, some way to take over while Valoria and Tahir tear each other apart.” 
“Not while I live, he won’t,” Deresk vowed, rising to his full height. His jaw clenched as he stared at the wallpapered corridor wall.
Shemnon put a hand on his shoulder. “But that’s just it, Deresk; killing you will be his next step.”
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A loud crack brought Isaac to his senses. He sat up, grabbed his bow and quiver, then cursed. They’d made it to the trees outside of Morristowne but must have fallen asleep during their rest. If they’d stayed awake just a few more minutes, the sun would’ve risen completely, and Vera could’ve gotten them on their way. 
Instead, it was mid-morning and someone had found them. 
Vera stirred next to him, sunlight reflecting off her blonde hair. When she opened her eyes, Isaac put a finger to his lips.
Something big had made the crack, not some rodent or bird that would be out at this time of day. 
He wanted to curse himself one more time for falling asleep, but they had just traveled across an entire forest for several days, endured imprisonment, escaped, and fought a battle against Valorian soldiers. They had reason to be tired.
What was done was done. No use moping about it. They were just fortunate that whoever they heard had stepped on a very dry branch—not that there were other types of branches around here. They’d sat down to rest next to a thicket with tiny green buds on scraggly branches. It was the thickest cover they could find. 
He tucked his hawkform in preparation to launch himself into the air, then grimaced as shards of pain shot through his wing. 
Right. He was injured. 
He held up his manifestation wing and showed Vera the awkward way it bent forward. Without a word, Vera grabbed his hawkform and got to work, channeling the sun’s aura into his manifestation. He nodded to her in thanks. He pulled his sword closer and got up on one knee. Nocking an arrow, he focused on where he heard the sound.
A minute passed…two minutes.
The time served them, seeing as it gave Vera more opportunity to heal his hawkform, but he still fidgeted nervously. Were they being surrounded or was this all a false alarm? 
They could hardly call their position defensible. The bare trees provided little protection. He had three arrows. And he still wouldn’t call himself much of a swordsman.
The best option would be to run, but they would need his manifestation. He could feel the tingling coursing through his wings as Vera’s energy did its work. Only a minute or two more.
Isaac searched the forest beyond their little grove of trees, all four of his eyes scanning every detail carefully. He jumped when a voice echoed across the way.
“Isaac.”
Isaac didn’t move. He didn’t know if he could trust his ears. The voice had sounded like—
“Isaac, I’m coming out and would rather not find another arrow in my shoulder.” The voice boomed, ending in a chuckle.
Isaac didn’t know whether to cry or laugh as an unnaturally large bear came out of the trees right where Isaac had first heard the noise. The bear’s sheer size still astounded him, but the wonder lessened as Isaac noticed the infectious wounds all over its hide. Hair had fallen out in a dozen places, revealing red, open flesh. Several other wounds had scabbed over, but most oozed with white infection.
Tharyn came out of the trees, his human form in much better shape than his manifestation.
“Can’t be too careful. First time I met you kids, I almost died,” Tharyn said, eyes smiling.
Vera tossed Isaac’s hawkform into the air and ran to Tharyn, burying herself in his chest. 
The show of affection only surprised Isaac a little. Not only was Tharyn alive, he was also a sign of safety, someone they could trust. They hadn’t known how important that would be to them. 
Tharyn wrapped  Vera in a big bear hug and belly laughed. 
Isaac lowered his bow and got to his feet, still in shock. He landed his manifestation on a nearby branch, happy to be healed. 
“You kids didn’t think I was dead, did you?” Tharyn looked at Isaac, eyes twinkling.
“You made us leave so we wouldn’t see you die,” Isaac said, his voice expressing more resentment than he’d known he had.
“Come now, boy, since when would I ever plan to die? How dumb would that be?” Tharyn burst into a wide smile.
“What about Val'tan?” asked Vera, pulling herself away from Tharyn. 
His smile disappeared.
“No—and if truth be told, I wouldn’t be standing here if it weren’t for him. One of Jarloth’s arrows hit him, and he gave off one last burst before he collapsed. By that time, we had already been separated. I managed to escape after the strong gust. Though it was not unscathed.”
He patted his manifestation as he finished the phrase.
With a cough, he scratched at the back of his head. “I would feel most indebted to you if you could help me out with some of this, Vera. I’m not feeling tip top.” 
“Of course, sorry,” she said, quickly heading over to his manifestation, hands glowing.
“You haven’t finished helping me yet,” Isaac teased, finally able to smile.
Vera looked back, surprised. “I was certain I…” She stopped when she saw his smile and scrunched her nose at him in retaliation. 
“Oh, like you’ve had anything that difficult since you left Splitcreek,” Tharyn said, bending over to pick a long, stringy grass weed and pluck it into his mouth. 
For the first time in days, Isaac full out laughed. He knew the subject wasn’t funny, but he couldn’t help it.
“By the way,” Tharyn interjected after Isaac had calmed down, “I’ve had a devil of a time trying to find you since then. I was fresh on your trail right as you left Splitcreek, but one of their scouts saw me and the chase got a lot more interesting.”
“So you were the one I saw when we were leaving Splitcreek,” said Isaac in recognition. “When they blew the horn, we thought it was for us. I was amazed we got away as easily as we did that night.”
“Did you run into any more trouble after that?” asked Tharyn through the grass in his mouth.
Isaac laughed again, mostly because he didn’t know what to say. 
“We’ve run into two of their patrols since then,” Vera said, “and once we reached Morristowne, we discovered the Regent is in league with Jarloth when they imprisoned us.”
“WHAT?” Tharyn thundered, grass spewing. “Dahlquist?” He stood fuming, shoulders rising and falling with rapid breaths. “If what you say is true,” he started, “then I’ll kill him.”
Isaac had seen Tharyn enough to know that it was no idle promise.
“What’s worse,” Vera said, coming round the side of Tharyn’s manifestation, “is that he has Lightless working for him.”
Tharyn, who stood with clenched fists like he could tear out a tree with his bare hands, suddenly seemed to shrink in size. For maybe the first time, Isaac saw fear cross the grizzled manifest’s face.
Isaac wracked his brain. Lightless? Kalin had spoken about them in Morristowne, but he’d never heard of them before that.
“How do you know this?” Tharyn asked in a hushed voice. 
Whoever they were, they had Tharyn spooked. Not even Mortagnan made Tharyn react that way. 
“They were our jailors,” Vera answered solemnly. “With two of them, I could feel their energy almost immediately once I was near.”
“How did you ever manage to escape?” Tharyn asked in bewilderment.
“Nature’s fortune,” Vera responded. “A soldier with a conscience released us. He said Isaac’s mother healed him after the siege of Morristowne.”
Tharyn continued to shake his head. Blinking more than normal. “Dahlquist and the Lightless in league with Mortagnan…I fear nothing less can result but all-out war.”
Tharyn cradled his head in his hands. 
Isaac watched his mentor and friend with sympathy, but he still didn’t fully understand. 
“What are the Lightless? And why didn’t you tell me about them?” He looked Vera in the eyes as he finished his question.
“There simply wasn’t time,” answered Vera defensively. “I only knew they were a problem a day ago, and, if you remember, we’ve had quite a lot happen since then.”
“True, but what is a Lightless? And why is that so threatening?”
“It’s because the Lightless are Luminants who have rejected their calling from Nature,” Tharyn responded. “They use their gift only for their own pleasure and purposes.”
“That describes most of the Bestowed we’ve been running from,” Isaac said. “Why are the Lightless any different?”
“Think about what gift they have Isaac,” said Tharyn, “remember that, regardless of all his fortitude and prowess in battle, Deresk would have never succeeded in his campaign if not for your mother. Can you imagine what a wicked army could do with a Lightless Luminant at their side?”
The thought did terrify Isaac, especially when he thought about their jailors, and a new thought began to gnaw at him.
“So, it was the Lightless who healed my manifestation while I was asleep?”
Vera nodded.
“If they’re so bad, why would they do that?” Isaac asked.
“They weren’t healing you so you’d feel better. They were healing you so you’d be in prime shape for their…” Vera hesitated a moment, “work.” 
She grimaced, squirming as she said the last word. Isaac remembered the whipping posts he had seen behind the keep and realized what Vera meant when she said the word ‘work’.
“Isaac,” Tharyn said, “Luminants are the rarest and purest of all the Bestowed. They understand their obligation as Bestowed, and they spend their lives healing others. When someone rejects that, they change. Their tendencies are well…….” 
“Twisted,” Vera finished for him, her mouth pursed. 
“So why are they called Lightless?” Isaac asked. “Do they no longer heal with the sun, like at night or something?”
“Of course they still use the sun’s energy,” responded Vera, “but we aren’t called Luminants because of the light we take in, Isaac. It’s because of the light we give out. The Lightless may still take in light, but they horde it and keep it for themselves. They take rather than give. It has resulted in some strange, dark things.”
Isaac nodded in understanding, but Vera continued.
“Do you remember the people we passed in the prison?” she asked, “How they sat motionless, helpless, almost soulless?”
Remember? How could he forget?
“It’s because they’ve endured weeks, months, even years of endless torture.” An open wound on Tharyn’s side closed, and Vera moved on to another one. “Nights of being pushed to the brink of death only to be resurrected and revived the next morning by the healing hands of their torturers. When we walked into that place, I’d never felt so much despair. I had been taught about the Lightless by the Circle, but I never imagined…I just don’t know if I’ll ever be able to forget that wail we heard while in the keep.”
Isaac’s stomach turned. He remembered the wail. The idea of being tortured incessantly like that…
How could anyone do that to another person, let alone a Bestowed? Still, one part of it didn’t make sense.
“I thought it was impossible to heal while experiencing negative emotion,” Isaac said, hoping that his point could make the whole thing untrue.
“They’re past feeling, Isaac,” Tharyn said loudly, “they don’t feel guilt, or sorrow, or even anger at what they do. All Luminants are taught to move past emotion. The Lightless have simply moved so far past it they no longer feel at all.”
“I wish that were true.” Vera looked at the ground as she spoke. “And maybe that is how it started for them, but they do feel when they do those horrible things. I could see it in them. What they feel is delight. They enjoy what they do. They find sick pleasure in it. I’d imagine that their healing powers are aided by this wicked elation to the point where they rival or surpass any of the masters.”  
Vera’s face had grown a staunch white, similar to how she’d looked in the prison itself. Isaac went over to her and put his arm around her. Her hands no longer glowed. He hadn’t noticed at what point they had stopped, but it was obvious she was too distraught to heal anyone at that point. It was disturbing news, and she wasn’t the only one disturbed by it. The entire group seemed stricken, despite the joy of being reunited.
Still, they needed to get going. Tharyn looked like he could travel. Vera? She’d need a few minutes.
Isaac led her over to a fallen log to sit down. He brushed some of the gritty earth-sand mixture off a spot for Vera. The stupid stuff seemed to be everywhere in this wretched place. Even the greens of the brush around them felt muted, unlike the vibrant green leaves in Thelbrook. 
Wanting to change the subject, he turned to Tharyn while Vera sat. “How did you find us?”
“Luck,” Tharyn admitted, “I came out of the Cozars only this morning. I can’t fathom how you guys got here so quickly. I’ve been investigating encampments from then until now. I really had no idea where you were. I followed Jarloth’s men most of the way here. It seemed good odds that you had gone into the city, but I thought it best to check all the encampments here on the Tahirean side first.”
“We’re glad you did,” Isaac said. “Who knows what would have happened to you had you gone into Morristowne? We’ve only been here for two days, and we’ve had a rough time.”
Tharyn pointed at Isaac with a beefy finger. “How in all of Nature did you get here two days ago? I’ve been pushing myself to the limits to keep up. Jarloth’s men were on alternating horses, and I was riding my manifestation—you have neither.”
Isaac put a hand to his chest in mock hurt. “You doubt us?” 
“What I meant to say is that you can’t ride your manifestation,” Tharyn fumbled.
Isaac landed his hawkform on his own arm and puffed up both of his chests. “I could grow.”
Tharyn laughed, “You know as well as I do that your hawk will grow in other ways besides size, or your father’s hawk would’ve been the size of a house. And you haven’t answered my question.”
“Well, our answer isn’t much different from yours,” Isaac confessed. “Really, it was pure luck.”
“I think fate is a better word,” Vera cut in. “Nature aided us the
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