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Silence reigned as a group of fifty hooded figures gathered around one side of a large copper dish that rested crookedly on a sandstone pedestal. Inside the dish burned a small green fire, whipping and roiling with no visible fuel. It provided the only light in the cavernous room. 
Though there was silence, it wasn’t tranquil. Tension hung suspended over everyone present.
Once everyone was in place, the green flames in the copper dish flashed, filling the entire circumference. The flames danced wickedly; the light flickering across the impassive faces of those in attendance. 
The door behind the dish opened and in walked two men with green insignias on their tunics. Upon their entrance, everyone in the room pulled down dark veils from the hoods on their cloaks that came down over their eyes. Every hood bore the same green insignia that the two men had on their chests. 
After the first two men entered, a third followed, his hood already raised and his face veiled. He led four more men, their faces completely covered by burlap masks. The only sign of humanity in them was the eyes that peered through the slit holes in the fabric. 
A Valorian soldier finished off the group, his insignia indicating the rank of captain. He shut the door behind him, and all attention focused on the green fire. 
The first two men stood on either side of it, while the third man made his place behind it, facing the rest of the group. 
Lord Dahlquist looked through his veil at the gathered assembly and nodded to the Lightless, who stood on both sides of him. Then he raised his arms in welcome to those assembled.
“Brethren.” 
He waited for a moment. 
“This is our era, our land, our right. What has been taken from us will finally be returned.”
The gathered men began to stomp and hiss. Dahlquist allowed a moment of rant and then lifted a hand to quiet them. 
“These four,” he said, gesturing to the masked men, “are about to take the oath that will make them our brothers…an oath that can only be sealed by death. They will choose whether that death is their own or another’s. Each of us here has taken and sealed this oath. Now, finally, it can be the means of elevating us to our rightful place as rulers of this land.” 
Again, the men stomped and hissed, saliva dripping down the chins of some. For the second time, Dahlquist lifted a hand and everyone quieted. 
“These men have been directed as to who will be their…initiation.” 
He nodded once more to the Lightless, and they reached into the green flames and pulled out four daggers. The flesh on their hands burned away and then healed again as they pulled the glowing hot metal out of the fire. Dahlquist started in again, this time addressing only the four masked men directly in front of him. 
“Give you this hour your strength, your power, and your blood to the demise and death of the man whose name is written upon your dagger. This will elevate you to new glory. This pact you make now binds you to us and demands the strictest silence of all our affairs. To this do you swear?”
The four men chanted ‘aye’ together in low tones. 
“Then let it be done, or you will face swift retribution.” 
The Lightless passed the first dagger to Lord Dahlquist, who held it in a gloved hand. He read the inscription on the blade of the dagger and shouted to those gathered. 
“Lord Jaren!” 
He then lowered it into the hand of the first masked man. He proceeded to do the same with the next dagger.
“Sajad Jalil.” 
He handed it to the next masked figure. 
The third dagger followed the same pattern, but this time, a low tide of whispered surprise swept through the crowd as Dahlquist read off the name. 
“Mortagnan, son of Haythen.” 
Lord Dahlquist scanned the crowd to see if there were any who dared oppose this. 
No one moved. Silence filled the room. Dahlquist couldn’t hide his bloodthirsty smile. He should have done this a long time ago, but then again, if he had, he wouldn’t have this opportunity now. 
Finally, Dahlquist took the last dagger and lifted it into the air, holding it above his head as if he were piercing heaven itself. 
“KING DERESK!” 
His shout filled the hall, and the men raved. They beat their chests, booing and hooting. The noise grew louder and louder as Dahlquist laid the dagger in the hands of the last masked figure until no speech was discernible amongst the tumultuous roar. 
The masked figure clasped the dagger tightly and then pressed it up against their chest. The metal clinked against the diamond of the leather pendant that hung around their neck. Apart from the diamond center, the pendant had three stripes that were red, blue, and gold—stripes that represented all the Bestowed and their unification as Paladins.  






  
  Chapter one
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Isaac exhaled in frustration before picking up a stone and chucking it at the large boulders in front of him. They’d been at this a week and here was another dead end. The trail he’d been following with Shemnon, Hazel, and Dren stopped here, and they couldn’t find where it picked back up again. 
He’d grown up tracking—was one of the best he knew at it, even among his current company. But the Cozars had rocky patches that went on for miles. Thelbrook Forest’s soft loamy soil had made his job easy his whole life. 
“Well, that’s it for the day,” Shemnon said, glancing at the setting sun. “Let’s get back to camp before it gets dark.” His stag form turned and led the way back, but his humanform stayed and rested a hand on Isaac’s shoulder. “We’ll find him.” 
Isaac looked up at the fit warrior, his paladin necklace of red, blue, and gold the same as what Isaac wore. Shemnon was everything he had imagined in the Paladins; grand in stature and demeanor—with unmatched prowess in battle. It was a dream come true to be working alongside him. 
So why did Isaac’s stomach feel like it had been punched a hundred times?
Hazel, next to them, pulled a metal knob out of her pocket and somehow fastened it to the air in front of her. A wooden door appeared, hints of rainbow light visible around its edges. She gestured toward the door. “Why don’t you head back and get some tea going? That will make us all feel better. I’ll walk the door back to camp.” 
Isaac hesitated, circling the boulders one more time in his hawkform, trying to catch something, anything, that he’d missed before. But there was nothing, and avoiding the walk back to camp sounded nice. He’d done nothing but scour the mountains for the last week and his legs begged him for a rest. His determination to find Tharyn had outlasted their complaints thus far, but he found the fear of failure creeping in as more and more time passed.
Six days prior, Isaac had led the Paladins back to the camp where he, Vera, and Ace were prisoners. They approached warily, ready for combat, but found the camp abandoned. The rest of the Paladins set up camp there, but Hazel had continued to let Isaac, Ace, and Vera use her cottage. 
Shemnon squeezed his shoulder when Isaac didn’t respond to Hazel. “Rest is a good idea.” 
Isaac nodded and headed toward the door. A wave of smells hit Isaac as Hazel opened it, perfumy yet tart. He may have been able to identify some of them if he’d smelled them individually, but dozens of scents crowded together, pushing in on him like a mob trying to get through one of Morristowne’s gates. He found it ironic that he’d grown more accustomed to Hazel’s door than to her house’s smell. 
“I won’t be too long, dearie,” Hazel said as he stepped through the threshold. “But don’t start the tea quite yet. I like it hot.” She winked at him, waited a moment for his hawkform to fly in, and shut the door. 
Isaac took a deep breath, looking around at the dozens of plants, candles, and needleworks. He unstrapped his sword and hung it on the rung next to the door. Hazel had made it very clear how she felt about weapons in the house. 
It didn’t take long to deduce that no one else was in the place. It was only a small square dwelling, but he’d still hoped that Vera would pop up from beside the bed, picking up something she’d dropped. She always seemed to make things better. 
She’d probably just taken a walk or something, but Isaac didn’t know if he wanted to do any more of that today. He eyed the bedroll on the floor that he’d used for the last week. It practically called to him. 
As tempting as it was, Isaac turned and lifted the latch to the door out. He did want to see Vera. 
A strong breeze tossled the long grass surrounding the cottage. It carried the distinct, salty scent of the ocean. He breathed it in. Only a week and he’d already grown fond of the smell. He noted the sun, much higher in the sky than back in the Cozars near Morristowne, where he’d just been. Okay, maybe he wasn’t as used to the door as he thought. 
He walked through the grass to the cliff that looked out over the sea. He dove over it in his hawkform, letting gravity take him for a spell before pulling up. As he’d hoped, Vera sat on the beach below the ridge on which he stood, reading a scroll Hazel gave her about different parts of the body. A little ways away, Ace waded in the water with rolled-up pants, practicing pulling threads of water in and out of the ocean. 
When he flew past Vera in his hawkform, she turned, a small smile on her lips as she waved to his humanform. “Anything?” 
Her voice barely made it up the cliff, and he didn’t feel like shouting back, so he just shook his head. Her shoulders fell just a hair as she looked up at him. 
“Come down.” She gestured to the sand next to her. “Rest will be good.” 
Isaac looked back at the cottage. Hazel wanted tea, but quite frankly, he didn’t even know where she kept it. He’d be just as likely to poison them all with whatever he chose to dip into their water as he was to refresh them—and Hazel had asked ‌him not to start right away…
He started ‌down the path to the beach. 
Ace growled in frustration as the stream of water he’d pulled out of the ocean burst and fell. He smacked the water with his hands as if he were shoving it away. Apparently, the ebb and flow of the waves made using his bestowal difficult.
Isaac nearly laughed. Why was seeing Ace fail the one thing all day that made him feel just a little better? 
Whatever the reason, he wasn’t going to let the moment go without squeezing a little more out of it. “Just focus harder,” Isaac said sardonically, cupping his hands over his mouth. 
“On what?” Ace asked, turning toward him with a scowl. “If I focus on too much, I don’t move a thing, but then other times I focus on so little that I might as well go back to the creeks near camp.” 
Isaac nodded, pretending to understand as he walked closer. They’d been lucky Ace had been able to break the dam at Elsdon, a feat the locals, for some reason or other, didn’t find quite as heroic as he did. Ace had told them about the rocks within the walls of the dam and how that aided him in destroying the structure. It was almost as if Nature had prepared it for them long ago. 
Isaac shook his head in bewilderment as he approached Vera, who looked at him expectantly. “We’re so lucky to be alive. I still can’t get over it.” 
“You know how little luck has to do with it,” Vera said, patting the sand beside her. 
Isaac knew that she was implying that Nature had saved them. For some reason, that bothered him, even though he himself had just been thinking about how ironic it was that the rocks used for making the dam were the same stone that unlocked Ace’s power. 
“How are you so sure?” Isaac asked, sincerely wanting to know. 
Vera set down her scroll and looked at him with scrunched eyebrows. “What do you mean?” 
Isaac felt silly all of a sudden. “I honestly don’t know if anything more than luck helped us,” Isaac said after a while, looking at the sand.  
Vera kept her gaze on him, her furrowed brow increasing in intensity. “I don’t understand how you can feel that way. You see through FOUR eyes. You’re Bestowed. You have a reminder every waking second that Nature is there and exists.” 
“But how do you know some power out there is what made that happen?” Isaac asked, “Is it because some people in the past said so? What if that is just what happens naturally?” 
“Exactly,” Vera said with a slight smile. “It is natural because Nature willed it to be. Certainly the beliefs of people I trust and want to be like have influenced me, but that’s not how I’m sure. It’s knowledge, Isaac, just not of the mind. It’s knowledge in my soul. It’s a feeling that is confirmed when I see incredible things, like the pulsing fish in Thelbrook.”
Isaac remembered thinking it was a miracle at the time, but now it just seemed a coincidence that they had discovered a new animal at a time they needed it. 
“What if those are just normal animals that are capable of things like that?” 
“Come on,” Vera said, her voice sounding like she had to tug him out of a hole. “There are no normal animals. Animals are the miracle. Us, our bodies, our brains. We are the miracle. Things don’t just happen. Manifestations don’t just grow to enormous sizes. Or do you see that happening every day?”
Isaac dropped his gaze, hiding from Vera’s eyes. He had no explanation for what had happened at the cliff. If there was someone or multiple someones in charge, why had they let his mom die, then? Or Val'tan? 
Furthermore, if Nature gave the manifestations and could transform his, why couldn’t they take them away from people like Mortagnan? It just didn’t make any sense. 
Vera watched his internal wrestle and spoke again. “Does your dad love you?”
Isaac turned. That was quite a switch of conversation. 
“Yeah,” he said slowly, not sure where she was going. “I mean, we don’t get all worked up about it, and we didn’t part on the best of terms, but he does.” What in the world did this have to do with Nature? 
“Prove it,” Vera said, poking him in the chest. Her finger pushed in just enough so that it almost hurt. The sudden turn in the conversation had him all turned about. 
“Well, he’s taken care of me my whole life…protected me, taught me.” 
“So, to love is taking care of something and protecting it? I do the same thing with plants,” Vera said. 
“You know what I mean,” Isaac said. “He cares. It’s not like with an object, you feel love.” 
“So you’re saying it’s a feeling then, probably a strong one.” 
“Ye—” Isaac stopped when he realized what Vera had just done. He tried to keep the frown on his face, but her victorious smile won him over. They’d been through a lot together these past few weeks, and she looked all the better for it.
“Looking at it from the other end makes even more sense,” Vera continued. “I know you love your father too, but you’ve never really taken care of him. You’ve helped him in the shop, but I doubt all blacksmith apprentices love their teachers. I don’t think I could pinpoint a single action or even a group of actions that proves you love him. Actions can and are faked or are done for different reasons, but love, real love, can’t be faked. You can feel when it’s real.” 
Isaac nodded his head slightly. He couldn’t prove he loved his father any more than she could prove Nature’s existence, and yet he knew his love for his father was real. That’s what she was getting at—a solid argument. It didn’t answer his questions really, but it felt right enough that he was able to lay the doubts aside for a moment. He didn’t know when he’d pick them up again, but for now, he smiled at Vera and thanked her. 
Isaac was ready to head back to Hazel’s place, but when he looked up, he noticed that Ace was no longer in front of them. He hadn’t seen the Cragmason leave, and the disappearance startled him a bit. 
As he turned around, he found himself hit with a face full of water. The cold shock shot through him and he reached for the sword that he’d taken off at Hazel’s. 
Ace burst into laughter. “Gotta be sharp around me.” 
Isaac brushed off some of the wet sand now clinging to the back ‌of his pants. Okay. They could not let this become a thing. 
Isaac looked over at Vera, who was equally soaked, and tilted his head toward Ace ever so slightly. 
Vera smiled, and they sprinted toward Ace, tackling him onto the sand. It took only a poke or two before Ace writhed in agonized laughter. The kid was very ticklish.  
A shout echoed down from the top of the cliff. “Vera. Isaac. Ace.” 
They stopped their torture and looked up to see Hazel shouting down and waving them back. 
“Come quickly!” 
All three of them took off up the trail that looped up and around to her cottage, a nervous anxiousness filling Isaac’s gut. He’d wanted something to happen for days, but was he ready now that it had? 
It took the group a few minutes to get to Hazel’s cottage. When they arrived, they saw the normal latch on the door, and they quickly lifted it and went inside. 
As soon as they entered, both Isaac and Vera stopped in their tracks, Ace bumping into their backs. 
There, seated at the table, was Father. 






  
  Chapter two
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“Surprise,” Father said, eyes twinkling. 
Isaac stood, shocked. The last time he’d seen Father, he’d been so mad. Yet now, all he could feel was gratitude. His spirit more than his body relaxed as he exhaled and ran to his father, who stood up and embraced him. 
“I’m sorry,” Isaac said into his Father’s shoulder, the last flecks of worry falling away. He’d gotten to the words. He’d worried that he wouldn’t get the chance. 
Father let out a low moan. At first, Isaac wondered if he’d done something wrong, but then Father hunched over, his left hand rubbing near his rib cage. 
“What’s wrong?” Isaac asked, instantly dropping his hands to his sides. 
“I ran into a less-than-welcoming crowd,” Father answered. “Actually, they ambushed me a few days after I left Talen.” 
“And you escaped their ambush?” Ace asked, entering the conversation without introduction. 
“Well, no…I just…” Father stammered, and Isaac almost laughed at his father’s obvious attempt at humility.
“Yeah. Yeah, I did,” Father finally said.  
“How many were there?” Isaac asked, worried even though the encounter had already happened. 
“There were nine,” Father said, wincing as he sat down again. 
“Nine?!” Ace repeated incredulously. 
“Yeah, I was nervous at first too, but they didn’t know how to wield their sayifs worth beans.” 
“Is that why you were severely wounded?” Hazel asked pointedly. 
“There were still nine of them,” Father defended. “The last three were the best swordsmen of the group, and I took the risk of opening up my right flank while disabling the swordsman on my left. I knew I would probably get hit, but it all turned out how I planned. The sayif slid off my shoulder and only took flesh off. It’s really not that bad…” He winced again. 
“Count me convinced,” Ace said with a deadpan. 
Father gave Ace a scrutinizing look. “The Luminant in Tahir didn’t have much training, and the horse ride back was a bit much. Vera, could you…”
“Of course,” Vera said, moving forward. “Let’s have a look-see.” 
Father took off his shirt and removed the bandage brace around his shoulder. His shoulder didn’t have an open wound, but a disgusting green glop covered the bandage and skin.
The smell of it reached Isaac and Ace at the same time, and they both scrunched their faces in response to the putrid scent. Isaac held back a gag. 
“Tahirean poultice,” Lian said apologetically. 
Vera didn’t seem to notice and set to work, hands glowing. Did they train her to deal with horrid odors in Luminant training? 
Hazel opened the door, letting in the day’s last rays of sunlight. 
“Enough about me,” Father said, leaning back in his chair as Vera worked. “I want to know how you got here of all places. I was counseling with Sajad Aadil in their encampment not far north of here when Rafe arrived and informed us of the attack on the king. When Rafe told me how you were the one that foiled Mortagnan’s plan...he didn’t seem to realize that I didn’t know you were even there. He also told me what happened to Tharyn, but we didn’t have time to talk about much else. We rode hard to get here when we did. So start talking.” 
Father gestured toward Ace. “For starters, who’s this fine young man here?” 
Ace puffed out his chest, but Isaac and Vera just laughed a little at Father’s usage of the word fine.  
“Dad, this is Ace. We ran into him in Morristowne.”
“I grew up in Morristowne, you know,” Father said, looking Ace up and down. “I was orphaned. Survived on my own until Sajad Aadil took me in.” He leveled his gaze at Ace, as if he already could see the pickpocket’s whole story.
“Your speech sounds like Wind’s Corner,” Ace said, tilting his head. 
Father’s face brightened, nodding encouragingly. “Good work, and I’d say yours speaks to the Eastern Lowers.”  
Ace gave a nod of his own. "Not bad."
Isaac looked between the two of them. “Are you talking about accents or something?” 
“More or less,” Ace said. “Knowing where people lived in the city simply from their speech was an easy way of judging how much money they had. Crucial survival skill.” 
Isaac turned to his father, curious. “Is that why you knew that?” 
Father scratched at his neck. “You can’t understand the streets until they have literally been your home. Not enough can be said about what Sajad Aadil has done for me.” 
“But that isn’t the beginning of the story,” Father continued, clearing his throat and turning his attention back to Isaac. “Why did you leave Talen?” 
Isaac’s stomach sank.
“Talen’s gone.” 
Isaac could have slapped his father and his face wouldn’t have looked any more shocked. Father’s brow furrowed, but no question came. After a moment, he gestured for Isaac to continue. 
Isaac recounted how Jarloth’s men had invaded Talen and how Jarloth had burned it to the ground. Father sat in silence, seemingly taking a blow with each word.  
Isaac continued to explain that Tharyn and Val'tan helped everyone escape by holding Jarloth’s men off. He stopped for a moment, emotions rising to the surface. 
“Val’tan sacrificed himself so we could get away,” Isaac said, blinking. 
Father’s eyes, though filled with hurt, immediately looked to Hazel. Isaac followed his gaze. He had almost forgotten the witch was there. Her normally bright face had gone pale, frozen in place. It was the first time Isaac had seen her without either a smile or a look of determination. 
Did she know Val’tan?
Hazel lifted a hand to excuse herself, and she stumbled all the way to the door.
“Do you need some help?” Vera asked, reaching out a hand. “I could—”
Hazel shook her head. “There’s nothing you can do. I was the only one who could’ve…” She trailed off. “I just need a moment. Excuse me.” She exited the cottage and closed the door, not that it did much to muffle the sobs they heard only a moment later. They slowly grew quieter as Hazel got further from the cottage. No one said anything until they were almost indistinguishable.
“What was that about?” Ace said, his voice loud after the moment of silence. 
“Val’tan and Hazel were close,” Lian said, looking toward the door. 
Close? Val’tan had lived in Talen all of Isaac’s life. How close could they be?
Father gestured to Isaac. “Continue your story.” 
Isaac struggled a little to regain his focus, his mind wandering to how Hazel even knew Val'tan, but he eventually got back on course and explained the fights in Splitcreek and how he decided to leave. 
“Foolish but noble,” Lian said.
Isaac pursed his lips, hoping he wasn’t going to get his father's commentary on all his decisions during the story. 
He continued with their days in the forest, his father completely fascinated by the pulsing fish that aided them. 
“What do you think the fish were?” Vera asked him, though she looked at Isaac as she did so. She had added a few things here and there, but had remained mostly silent to this point. 
“Well, I could never be sure, but it sounds like the work of Ethril to me,” Father answered. 
Vera flashed a huge smile at Isaac, eyes fiery with her point, and then set her hands back to Father, though she pulled them back only a moment later. 
“That’s about what I can do,” she said, taking a step back.
Father rotated his arm around several times. “I got so used to Horizon for a while that I forgot how good everyone else from the Circle is as well. Thank you, Vera.” He sighed and put his shirt back on.
Isaac continued their story, now in Morristowne. He looked over at Ace just before getting to the boy’s betrayal. Would Ace really want him to be telling people about this? In some ways, the betrayal still stung. In other ways, it felt like years ago. 
Ace nodded for him to continue. It was the most mature thing he’d ever seen Ace do. 
Isaac shared about their betrayal and capture. As he did so, Father grew more and more concerned. The mention of the Lightless and Dahlquist’s alliance with Jarloth and Mortagnan hardened Father’s face further. 
Isaac wished dearly for Tharyn in that moment. He would have made the mood much lighter by congratulating Isaac for their daring rescue of Ace from the cathedral. Isaac could almost feel the too-hard slap on the back. 
Father said nothing. 
When Isaac finally came to their part in the Battle of Elsdon and how Mortagnan had multiple manifestations, Father nodded, as if that explained several other things. Isaac told how his manifestation had grown, and Father’s eyebrows shot up. Apparently, Rafe hadn’t told him that part. Father’s face hardened as Isaac mentioned how Mortagnan was using his stolen hawkform.  
Isaac finished, and everything went silent as Father sat pondering. 
“That’s a lot to think about,” Father said after a time, still not moving from his chair. 
“Yeah, it is,” Isaac agreed, “but what about Hazel and Val'tan? I already told you that the Lorthen guy was carving a figurine of Val'tan, and now Hazel knew him too? I did notice that Hazel wears a ring that’s identical to the amulet that Lorthen had in his shop—the amulet that has half of the symbol that’s on the sheath that Val'tan gave me.” 
Isaac pointed to the sheath hanging on the wall next to him.
“I admit that it is curious,” Father agreed, “but I know nothing of those symbols and have only met Lorthen on a few occasions. What I know is that during Deresk’s conquests, both Val'tan and Hazel were pivotal parts of Deresk’s forces. When I first met Val'tan, he had already fallen for Hazel, loved her like nothing else in this world.” 
“But they’re old,” Ace said in disgust. 
“You need to remember that this was over twenty years ago,” Lian explained. “After the conquests were over and Mortagnan had been stopped, Val'tan asked for Hazel’s hand in marriage. Despite her obvious return of his affections, she turned him down. She was driven to remedy some mistake from her past. All I ever knew was that it had something to do with the curse.” 
“Ambrosia,” Isaac said softly. Ace nodded next to him. 
“What?” Father asked, leaning forward. 
“Ambrosia,” Isaac repeated, “she is the witch who cast the curse. She was a student of Hazel’s, and now Hazel feels responsible.” 
Father sat for a moment, processing the new information, and then continued on. 
“This was all near the time of your mother’s death, and it was frightening for Deresk to have lost two Luminants near the same time, even though one was never officially a Paladin.” 
“Wait, two Luminants?” Vera asked slowly. 
“Hazel,” Lian said, looking at each of them, “I’m surprised you don’t know. She was…well, is a Luminant. That’s why everyone here treats her with the utmost respect. She’s saved most of their lives numerous times.” 
“So how come she didn’t heal me on the spot?” Ace asked, confused. Vera looked even more befuddled. 
“I said Deresk lost two Luminants because he did,” Lian explained. “Ever since Hazel turned down Val'tan, she hasn’t been able to heal. Seems she has never been fully happy without him. Her emotions now completely disable her bestowal. These years without her bestowal have aged her more than what would be natural. She’s become very secluded, disappearing for years and then showing up here and there. We all tried a thousand times to convince her just to find Val'tan and be happy, but she would never listen, and now it’s too late. I must say I was surprised to see her here when I arrived.” 
Lian looked at the three of them and sighed. “Well, I need to report to King Deresk,” he said, standing up. “I came straight here when Rafe told me about you being here, but I need to update Deresk on what’s going on with the Sajad Council. Then we’ll decide the course of our future.” 
“We’re coming too,” Isaac said, heading toward the door. He would not wait for his Father to tell him ‘no’ like he’d done back in Talen. 
“Of course you are,” Lian said from behind him. Isaac whirled to face his father, stunned. 
Father swallowed and took a deep breath. “You three are as much a part of this as anyone. It looks like Nature has intended for the next generation to take an important role in the resolution of this conflict. Whether I want it or not.” 
Isaac felt his eyes moisten. Those hadn’t been easy words for his father to say. He wanted to run and hug Father right then, but Ace stood between them, and the pickpocket didn’t need any more fodder for his teasing. Instead, Isaac caught his father’s gaze and gave him a crisp nod. 
The Bestowed would inevitably face dangers—and Isaac was now, truly, one of them. 






  
  Chapter three
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“It was a sandstorm of nightmares, a warning. That is the only way I can describe it,” Lian said, looking around the circle of Paladins that gathered around a dormant firepit in their ragtag camp. Nature above, it felt good to see all of them—except they were missing Tharyn. 
He next glanced at Isaac, and he tried to stamp down the sick feeling in his stomach. Here they were, right in the middle of the very thing he’d worked so hard to keep Isaac away from. The kid practically had stars in his eyes as he listened to the group, like the wonder of a child seeing fireflies for the first time. Isaac still didn’t understand how serious all this was.
“How is a nightmare of that size possible?” Deresk asked. 
“A Cragmason?” Shemnon threw out. 
“It would have to be an awfully powerful one, more powerful than I’ve ever heard of,” Lian said seriously. “That encampment is spread out over thousands of armlengths and this force brought the whole of it to tears.” 
“Ambrosia is harnessing the power of the Diminished,” Hazel said, coming out from the edge of the circle where she had been standing. She hadn’t spoken a word since the revelation of Val'tan’s death. Her face grew solemn, so much older and grim than what he’d grown accustomed to in the time he’d known her. The Hazel he’d known practically bubbled constantly with excitement. Life took its toll, with no exceptions.
“Their power is growing as the world fills with fear, anger, and hatred,” Hazel continued. “It’s not the same magnitude of influence as during the dark days, but I’m sure that’s what they are fighting to return to. Nevertheless, it’s always an alarming thing when the diminished find a mortal that allows them in. As spirits, they have limitations. But with flesh, they can do even more.” 
Lian scrunched his brow. “I thought she was defeated when her army failed all those years ago.” 
He’d fought in that battle. The enemy soldiers had all been mountainous men, with strength and speed unlike anything he’d ever seen—until suddenly they weren’t, and Deresk’s forces routed them into irrelevance. 
Hazel shook her head. “I’ve spent the last eighteen years of my life trying to find her. I was hoping no one else would need to get involved or get hurt, but it’s too late for that now. I’ve told Deresk what I know about her abilities and the Diminished, so he’s up to date on Mortagnan’s allies.” 
Everyone in the circle looked expectantly at King Deresk. They needed a decision. 
“You say that most of the tribes are still against any involvement,” Deresk clarified, looking to Lian. 
“Ambrosia’s warning didn’t exactly get them excited about getting involved.” Lian responded glumly. 
“Would the Mazina tribe come alone to help us?” Shemnon asked. “Their support by itself would add a great deal.” 
Lian sighed. If only it were that simple. “They may have been able to if no war council had been called,” he said, “but now that they have deliberated together, no tribe is to defy the will of the council.” 
Deresk pondered for a moment longer before speaking. 
“We need the aid of Tahir if both Dahlquist and Mortagnan are against us. I believe that petitioning them myself is the most important thing we can do now. I can try to convince them that our countries both need to move against the actual bad actors. I know Tharyn needs our help, but I don’t know what else we can do for him. Many more will be harmed if we don’t enlist the aid of the Tahireans. On the morrow, we break camp and head for Tahir.” 
With that, everyone separated, getting their few things together. But Isaac stood locked in place. Lian watched the warring emotions on his son’s face. 
Tharyn was out there and had a narrow window. Once Mortagnan had his manifestation, Tharyn would have no value to him and could be disposed of. Tharyn needed them, and now they were abandoning him—that’s how Isaac would see it. 
He walked over and placed a hand on his son’s shoulder. 
“I know. It hurts me too,” Lian said quietly. 
“Then why didn’t you say anything?” 
“What would I say, Isaac?” 
Isaac looked at him blankly, tears forming in his eyes. Eventually, his shoulders sagged as he leaned into Lian. “I don’t know…something…”
Isaac broke out into sobs as Lian wrapped him in a tight hug. 
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Isaac woke to the camp stirring all around him. His experience as a hunter had accustomed him to waking up early, but it was still well before dawn. Baron grunted as he packed his gear onto his rhinoform. Zast looked to be doing the same, but onto his horse. What could have prompted them to move earlier than planned? 
He stood and looked over to where King Deresk had laid up for the night. The king was up as well, and next to him stood Shemnon, Father, and a man that Isaac knew he’d seen before but who had not been traveling with them. They talked excitedly but low enough so that Isaac couldn’t hear the words. 
As he walked closer, Isaac noticed the newcomer’s bag leaning against a tree. Peeking out of the top sat a metal orb. His mind clicked as he remembered the street entertainer ‌he had made eye contact with while in Morristowne. He jerked his attention back to the man and focused on his thick leather belt. In the center of it sat the polished red stone that Isaac believed unlocked the man’s bestowal. 
Isaac flew his hawkform from the tree he’d been sleeping in and landed on his father’s shoulder. 
“Son, I’d like you to meet Jade,” his father said quickly, pointing to the street entertainer. “Jade, this is my son.” 
He gestured to the hawkform on his shoulder. The entertainer nodded his head. 
“We have crossed paths once before,” the man said, enjoying the resulting surprise on Father’s face.
“We literally crossed paths,” Isaac said, joining the conversation in his humanform. “He stared at me while we were in Morristowne. I thought he recognized us from our wanted posters, so we bolted.” 
“Well, I did recognize you from your wanted posters,” Jade admitted. “I had no idea you were Lian’s son. I was simply curious as to why Dahlquist and Nefrus had gone to such great lengths to apprehend mere children.” 
“Hey, I can hold my own,” Isaac warned. He probably would have defended himself further, but the question still bothered him. Why had they gone to all those lengths? Mortagnan had told him that he wanted Isaac for more than just his manifestation. 
The word leverage was his only answer. 
“Jade is one of the two Paladins that I’ve had stationed in Morristowne for the last year,” Deresk explained, “and from what he tells me, your escape caused quite a stir.” 
“We had help, sir. I’ve told you that,” Isaac responded, not wanting to receive undeserved praise.
“Which is help we’ll need to contact again,” Jade said quickly. 
“Isaac, Jade wasn’t working alone,” Deresk spoke softly. “Tarsh, his partner on this mission, was apprehended by Nefrus and his men just before you arrived in Morristowne. Looks like Dahlquist wasn’t planning on our surviving the attack on Elsdon, or he wouldn’t have been so bold. Tarsh is a good Paladin and a friend. Thanks to your escape, Jade was able to find out where he’s being held.”
“Under the keep?” Isaac asked. Jade nodded. 
“It’s possible that they’re holding Tharyn there as well,” Father added. 
Isaac couldn’t help but lean a little closer, hope flickering inside him. 
“We can’t be sure of anything,” Deresk cautioned. “From what you’ve said, it sounds like Mortagnan needed somewhere specific to take Tharyn’s manifestation. I have a hunch it’s not Morristowne, but we know for sure that Tarsh is being held there and we can hardly stand by and do nothing.” 
“Well, then let’s go,” Isaac said anxiously. This rescue idea was a thousand times better than just sitting around. 
“Now hold on,” Deresk said, placing a hand on Isaac’s chest, preventing him from marching off. “We need to decide who all is going to proceed on to Tahir and who will be sent on the rescue mission. Tarsh is one life that we need to do something for, but our negotiations with Tahir are ultimately more important. Wake the rest of the camp and gather back here to counsel. The fate of many rests upon these decisions.” 






  
  Chapter four
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Vera’s eyes fluttered open as Hazel gently shook her awake. 
“Change of plans, deary,” Hazel said. “Deresk is having a war council.” 
Vera sat up. “A war council?” 
“Yes, dear, it’s a meeting where boys try to think things through before beating up on each other with sharp sticks anyway.” 
Vera gave Hazel a flat look. 
Hazel shrugged. “It’s not my fault they like to be dramatic about what they call things. They found out a Paladin is being held captive in Dahlquist’s prison, and they want everyone present to plan a rescue mission.”
Vera threw back the colorful covers. The Lightless ran Dahlquist’s prison. The king would likely want her firsthand account. Master Gaff, the Paladin Luminant, certainly knew the severity of the problem, but Vera had actually seen them, felt the aura they exuded.  
Which brought her back to Hazel. 
Lian had said that Hazel was a Luminant who could no longer use her powers because of emotional weight, but Vera had been around Luminants who had lost connection to their bestowal, and they still had a Luminant aura. Hazel had nothing of the kind. 
Vera tried one more time, closing her eyes and focusing on the life energy within Hazel. Vera liked to imagine it as glowing rivers of light running through a person. All beings had it, of course, but when Luminants drew close to other Luminants, they could feel torrents of aura coursing through them, even leaking from the skin. Hazel just had the normal human channels, pooling in a warm glow at her heart. 
Vera opened her eyes, and Hazel patted her on the head. “Don’t worry about it too much, sweetie.” 
Vera blinked. Had Hazel known what she was doing? She didn’t have to close her eyes to sense a Luminant’s aura, but it was how her mentors had taught her during her training. Perhaps Hazel had received similar instruction. 
“Worry about what too much?” Vera asked, keeping her voice even. 
Hazel nodded. “That’s the spirit.” 
“No, really, I want to know—” Vera started, but a knock on the door sounded and Hazel opened it right away. 
Master Gaff stood outside the cottage, stiff and tall. He bowed his silver-haired head to Hazel and stepped into the room. Vera rubbed her fingers together nervously. She’d spent plenty of time with Master Gaff. He’d been her escort to and from the Circle after all, but he was also a Master Luminant—the only one to ever leave the Circle as far as Vera knew, and Masters seemed to see right through a person. Then again, that didn’t feel much different from Hazel at the moment. 
“May I speak with Vera for a second?” Master Gaff asked Hazel. 
Hazel motioned toward Vera with a go-ahead gesture and then left, wiggling her fingers at Vera in a playful wave before closing the door. At least she was acting a little more like herself today. 
Vera tried to roll her shoulders back as subtly as she could.
Master Gaff turned to her, bowing his head slightly. “Vera, daughter of Schyllas and Avaya.” 
Vera bowed her head in return. “Master Gaff.” 
“I would invite you to sit, but I’m afraid the king will want us both in short order. He’s asked for us to accompany the rescue mission,” Master Gaff said. “But I would speak to you for a moment.” 
Master Gaff cleared his throat, and his eyes shifted for just a second. Was he nervous? What could he be nervous to talk to her about? 
“Deresk is seeking allies and is sending you and me to the Circle to ask for aid.” 
Vera stiffened. That wouldn’t go well. The Circle wasn’t neutral, per se, but they were isolationists at almost any cost. They prided themselves on being separate from the world, protected from the squabbles and conflicts of others. A request for aid would fly in the face of the very premise upon which the Circle was based. 
“The last time Deresk pleaded his case before the Circle, he got three Luminants,” Master Gaff continued. “Those three Luminants proved the difference between victory and defeat, so he seems to hope for a similar outcome. Little does he know the high cost it was for Horizon and Hazel to volunteer against the will of the Circle. He got lucky that the Circle was thinking of sending me out anyway.” 
Vera had always wondered why the Circle had approved Gaff’s position, but now, looking at him, something in his expression reminded her of something she had seen recently—or someone. Emotions and feelings of her few hours in the Morristowne dungeon flooded over her, and the pieces finally slid together. Gaff’s high cheekbones looked identical to those of the older Lightless.
Vera looked up at Master Gaff sharply. “Your brother…he’s a Lightless, isn’t he?” 
Master Gaff pursed his lips. “He is.” He took a deep breath. “No one else should have to worry about him, nor are there many powerful enough to do so. I thought he’d found a corner of Valoria, where he could do the least harm, and, under Dahlquist, I hoped it would be within the confines of the law. I should have known better. Today, I might have to remedy that.” 
“How do you do it?” Vera asked. “Keep emotions in check when dealing with family like this?” 
Master Gaff met her eyes. “I’m not sure I do. Not really. Yes, my emotions are in check now. But I’d give up that control in a heartbeat to have my brother back.” 
Vera leaned back, surprised as much by the sentiment as she was by the candor. This was not what a Master of the Circle said. 
Master Gaff straightened, noting her surprise. “We live a different life, you and I, from those in the Circle. My thoughts have changed over the years with an outside perspective that those in the Circle cannot understand.” 
Vera nodded in agreement. She certainly knew those things. She’d felt like a different species during her training. Did Deresk understand that she had little to no sway on what the Circle decided? She didn’t even influence her own parents’ decisions. 
That thought sent a whole new wave of emotions surging through her, enough to cause a flicker in her life energy. 
Gaff noticed, because of course he did. “Your parents just don’t understand,” Master Gaff said, face softening just a hair. “We need to try to show them. I truly believe the world will be a better place if the Circle can provide more support to Valoria.” 
Vera’s eyes widened. “If you say as much to the Circle, you may lose your status as Master.” 
Master Gaff shrugged. “All the good it does me out here.” 
He had a point. Still, easy for a powerful, completely in control Master to say. For someone like her, who still couldn’t keep total control of her bestowal, such statements were luxuries. 
Master Gaff gestured toward the door. “Come on, we'd better go. Let’s spring this prison, and then we can worry about the hard part of recruiting someone from the Circle.” 
“And we’re not going to talk about your brother…” Vera clarified. 
Master Gaff shook his head. “We will honor the Circle’s wishes by keeping that secret, at least. With this much Bestowed, we should be able to get in and out before the Lightless can group. If worse comes to worst, I will face them.”
Vera looked at Master Gaff, the weight of his comment sinking in. His clothing looked immaculate as always, with some silver threading on the edges of his vest. He appeared the regal Luminant in every way. She’d always thought that about him, but she added a new descriptor to this observation: courageous.  
Master Gaff moved to leave, but Vera stayed put, steeling herself. If she could sense the lack of aura around Hazel, then Master Gaff certainly had as well. He might be her only chance of understanding. 
“Master Gaff,” she called out. The master Luminant turned, and she almost lost her gumption, but for some reason, an image of Isaac rushing toward Mortagnan’s army in the Elsdon Valley popped into her mind and gave her courage. If Isaac could face an entire army, she could ask a question. 
“Hazel’s aura, she—” Vera started.
“I don’t know,” Master Gaff interrupted. “I really don’t know. You, I, and Master Ovris are the only Luminants to interact with her since she lost access to her bestowal. Master Ovris asked me not to discuss it with anyone, so I suggest you do the same.”
Vera rubbed her fingers together nervously. Master Gaff had shut down that question uncomfortably fast, but she didn’t know if she could let it go that easily. Not only was it baffling, but deep down, she worried about her own fate. Could she be susceptible to losing her aura in a similar way?
“But how did it happen?” 
Master Gaff shook his head. “I told you. I don’t know.” He tilted his head toward the door. “Now, let’s go.” 
Vera’s shoulders slumped slightly, hopefully not enough for Master Gaff to see. She obediently followed him out of the cottage and into the camp. How in the world was she supposed to do it all? Keeping warriors alive as they stormed prisons defended by Lightless sounded hard enough, even with Master Gaff. Now she had to help him convince her people to go against their most core belief and make certain she didn’t lose so much control of her emotions in the process that she lost her power forever. One young girl from Talen shouldn’t have to juggle so much.
Thanks be to Nature she had Gaff to help her with it all.
Yet somehow, all those difficulties paled when she thought about Isaac. Gaff couldn't help her there. When she’d told Isaac back in Talen that she couldn’t hold on to their friendship, and left his pinky promise unreciprocated, it had hurt more than anything in the world, except for perhaps a few moments with her parents. But at least she’d felt confident it was what she needed to do. 
Then she and Isaac had been thrown together, saved each other
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