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Prologue


Artor lowered the unconscious guard to the ground and closed the door, blanketing the stairwell in darkness. He steadied his breathing, then hurried downward, keeping his balance by trailing his long, narrow fingers along the roughhewn stone wall. The cool air smelled musty, like an old cave. He jerked his hand back from a cold stream of water trickling down a groove in the stone. It was the only sign of the savage storm raging above. Not even the earth-rattling thunder penetrated this deeply. The muffled thud of his soft boots was the only sound—that, and his pounding heart.


The storm in his several minds was just as severe, where dozens struggled to convince those that doubted of the rightness of his plan. Ever since his youth, he had known he would change the world. He wouldn’t let a few weak minds dissuade him from his destiny now. He set the dubious to simple exercises, confident they’d soon come around, and focused his free minds on the task at hand.


Artor had read every book about the prisoner, studied his attacks, reviewed his capture, and examined all that had been learned during the man’s sixty-two years of imprisonment. The histories said his power was beyond measure. Nineteen members of the True Council had united to subdue him—three had died in the process. Artor, however, was more powerful than any member of the True Council.


But even with all that had been learned from the prisoner, the most important question remained unanswered. It had been asked before, but only by weak people bound by outdated laws. But broken laws could be mended. Several minds recoiled at that thought, but most assented.


The air grew stale and heavy the deeper he went. The dank odor became oppressive. It wasn’t a cave he had entered. It was a crypt. He took comfort in the energy radiating from his pockets and willed his heart to be still.


Expecting another step down, he stumbled when instead he found the floor. Straightening, he felt for wards, but knew he would find none. Buried deep and isolated from any sources, the prison was dug here for this prisoner.


Artor stiffened at a dry grating sound. In the glow of his sources, he could make out the stooped figure of a filthy man. Knobby, age-spotted hands clutched the iron bars of his cell, holding them for support. His patchy gray hair partially covered his face and hung to his shoulders. Artor couldn’t tell where hair ended and beard began. The man shook on unstable legs, setting his hair and tattered robes swaying.


“I said, ‘hello,’” the man rasped again.


An intense chill seized Artor’s heart. A handful of minds shouted this was a mistake. He fought down the urge to retreat and focused all his minds on why he was there. Slowly letting out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding, he took a step forward. The prisoner was no threat—he was old and weak, barely clinging to life. Discomfort radiated from his posture, and he shielded himself from the glow of Artor’s sources.


“Hello.”


Artor coughed to hide the quaver in his voice. He had wanted to sound threatening but found that harder than he had imagined. Several of Artor’s minds pitied the old man. How could this bag of dusty bones inspire such fear in the council? He barely held his own weight. A few minds shared contempt for the council.


“It has been several years since I’ve been spoken to. Has the council so decayed that they now accept children into their ranks?”


Most of Artor’s minds wanted to withdraw, but the few that could tolerate the grating voice noticed the insult and stoked the rest. Indignation overcame discomfort. At twenty-four, Artor had left childhood behind long before. Who did this mangy menace think he was?


“I am not a member of the council.” Artor’s voice reflected the heat in his minds.


The old man took no notice. “No? Has the council fallen then? Surely, they wouldn’t allow a mere boy down here.”


“I am here on my own. I’ve come for some answers.” That time, threatening came easily.


The old man’s eyes narrowed, and his dry voice took on irritation. “I’ve told the council everything I know.”


“As I said, I’m not of the council, and I’m not bound by their laws.”


Artor folded out a lump of heat too intense for anyone but him to handle. The strain on his minds removed all vestiges of fear. The old man let go of the bars and staggered back, surprise replacing defiance on his face.


“Tell me where it is.”


The man smiled, then let out a blood curdling laugh.


“You’re a fool,” he croaked.


A rhythmic thumping told Artor people were coming. He needed an answer now. “Tell me where it is!”


Artor set the lump swirling, in preparation for releasing an attack, but then something impossible happened. Artor no longer controlled the lump of energy. There was no struggle—he had it, then he didn’t. The lump began to concentrate, intensifying beyond anything imaginable. Artor’s heart froze. The older man straightened to his full height and suddenly seemed imposing. He stopped laughing and his eyes, illuminated by the lump of heat and Artor’s sources, shone with ferocity.


Near half of Artor’s minds gave over to panic. One cheeky mind recalled the description of the prisoner’s immeasurable strength, but the rest ignored it. Artor stumbled backward. He drew on his sources, desperately folding, forming, and spinning energies, to launch an attack on the older man while simultaneously building defenses.


In the split second it took to form his attack, Artor saw the stolen lump of heat move into the keyhole of the cell door. The lock exploded into blinding white molten droplets. The old man tore energy from Artor’s sources to deflect his attacks, then stole the flow sustaining his shield, and used it to pin Artor to the ceiling. He felt like a kitten in the maw of a wolfhound.


Artor struggled to protect himself as a whirlwind of flames roared around him. He screamed for help. His robes ignited and burned his skin. The flames vanished as quickly as they appeared, but Artor continued to cry out in pain.


He instinctively reached for his sources to heal his wounds, but they felt miles away. Powerless, he watched as all five floated away from him. They settled in the prisoner’s outstretched hand. He gazed at them, wide-eyed like a starving man at a banquet. Artor writhed in pain against the rough stone ceiling, certain he was going to die.


Relief washed over him as two members of the True Council appeared, surrounded by layers of protection, including several that Artor didn’t recognize. One opened his mouth, but before he got a word out, the old man began an assault. Drawing, folding, forming, streaming, splitting, and spinning energies from and through the stolen sources with such ferocity that it was a blur. The onslaught was unbelievable. The two held their ground, countering and giving their own. But in mere moments, large stones tore free from the stairs behind the council members. Their attacks evaporated in a single, blinding flash as their heads were crushed with a deafening crack.


The two collapsed, along with Artor’s hope for survival. Swirling flames consumed the bodies, leaving only bones and ten stones that rose and slowly circled the old man.


Artor watched through the pain, in fear and amazement, as energy flowed from stone to stone in an intricate pattern and then poured into the old man. The gray hair receded and turned black. The beard turned to dust and settled on the ground. The wrinkles disappeared, the skin pulled taut against strengthening muscles, the eyes cleared. Dirt fell from his skin and clothing. The old man was transformed to a young man in a matter of seconds. It was unheard of. All that remained of the former wretch were the tattered robes, and those he cloaked in an ornate cloth of light.


Pain shot through Artor’s burned body as he hit the stone floor. The vibrant man examined his fingers and said, “I don’t know where it is, but when I find it, I’ll send you a message.” His voice was deep and rich. He tossed a fingernail to the ground, then strolled up the stairs.


Artor Joans remained motionless on the ground where he had fallen, knowing he had changed the world.









Chapter 1


Surviving Research


Jaren slowed as he approached the big brick building. Made with the thickest walls in all of Freysdal—if the ascending western slope of the valley could still be considered Freysdal— the research facility was situated far from any other building. Several years earlier its predecessor had been in the center of town until an accident destroyed the original building, killing everyone inside and damaging surrounding buildings. As the story went, it had only been Hel’dig’s blessing that Hairth hadn’t been there that day.


Jaren shivered despite sweating from the uphill run. Thinking of his owner, the man for whom Jaren was carrying an urgent message, always made Jaren’s heart skip a beat. Even with the dramatic increase in “urgents” over the past few days, his chest still tightened when his normal schedule was interrupted with a message for Hairth.


A dark-skinned guard recognized Jaren and waved off his warrant. Jaren replaced it in his satchel and took a final deep breath of fresh air before stepping into the facility. The acrid air still tickled his nose, and when he finally did have to breathe again, he coughed, holding the edge of his segg, the rough sack-like uniform of the thralls, to his mouth.


Jaren moved through the cavernous building, dodging the researchers bustling about—some with peculiar contraptions or smoking pails, others just with noses high up in the air. Jaren paid these kinds only enough attention to avoid bumping into them. Despite his many visits, he never grew accustomed to the research facility with its curious instruments, loud banging, heat pouring from enormous furnaces, and intense smells that irritated the nose and lungs. Gables and large windows in the roof allowed light into the long building and tall stacks brought cool, unpolluted air in from outside while others let big billowy clouds of smoke escape into the sky.


Jaren marveled at all the lights, strange contraptions, colorful liquids, and puffs of smoke. Looking for Hairth meant he had to look at almost everything, and some of it was pretty amazing. Jaren turned a corner and narrowly avoided crashing into someone. The poor fellow stumbled but Jaren caught him before he hit the ground.


“I’m sorry,” the man said as he righted himself.


“Mosj?” Jaren asked. The maintenance man’s normal smile was gone, and his cheeks were flushed. If it hadn’t been for the big ring of keys on his belt, Jaren might not have recognized him. Just a couple weeks earlier, Mosj had helped Jaren get into the locked admin building.


“It was my fault,” Mosj said in an unsteady voice. He wiped tears from his red, puffy eyes, and then said, “Oh, hello, again,” as he recognized Jaren.


“Are you okay?” Jaren asked, concerned that their near collision had injured Mosj.


“Oh,” Mosj laughed weakly, wiping another tear from his cheek, as he shook his head. “I’m fine. Just got some dust in my eyes while repairing a storage cabinet—who knows what’s in this place’s dust. I need to get some water to try to rinse them out.” He forced another laugh and rubbed his eyes as he maneuvered past Jaren.


Jaren watched Mosj continue his rushed departure, narrowly avoiding another collusion, then, resumed his own search for Hairth. As Jaren continued deeper into the facility, he heard Hairth’s voice. Jaren’s heart skipped a beat for the hundredth time since getting this “urgent.”


“That’s incredible!” The deep voice was distinctive, even amidst the hammer falls and roaring flames of the research facility. It was coming from a small walled-off room. Jaren knocked on the door, pushed it open, and said,


“Hairth, sir…”


“Jaren, from admin,” Hairth finished as he turned to Jaren. “Another urgent?” He sounded discouraged but took the message. He frowned as he read it but smiled at Jaren when he looked up again.


“Come and see this.” Hairth stuffed the message in his robes, and beckoned Jaren into the room.


“Do you not have a return message for me to carry?”


“No, no, this was bad news, but nothing terrible—and nothing to be done now. Come see this!”


Jaren felt relieved. The flurry of urgents made him worry about what was happening, but Hairth’s quick dismissal set his mind at ease. He turned his attention to the room. He hadn’t noticed before, but it was full of people. Hallumon, the Associate over resources, had a long morose face and stood leaning against a large shelf opposite Hairth. He was wearing light green robes that looked like they were made for a larger man. The skin hanging loosely on his gloomy face looked like it was made for a larger man, too. Despite his appearance, he was always kind when Jaren delivered messages to him.


Jaren did not know any of the other ten or so people in the room. They were watching Hairth or staring at an assembly on a table in the center of the room. A woman beside Hairth gave Jaren a cross look but smiled when she looked at Hairth. She kept adjusting the orange and red ropes on her segg.


“Jolinda, tell me more about this.”


“As I was saying, when we focus the energy from the heat source through the cold source it creates these…well, we’re not exactly sure what they are.”


On the table stood two wooden candle sticks and a curved piece of thin metal, like a bowl on its side. The first candlestick sat in a slot cut in the bowl, so that it held a stone-like ball in the center of the dish. The second candlestick held a rock in line with, but about a foot away from, the ball.


Hairth was moving his hand in front of the rock, fast then slow then fast then slow, back and forth. “Amazing.” Hairth’s green eyes shone, like a child opening a gift. The others in the room smiled, too—except Hallumon, who just looked bored.


“Try this,” Hairth said to Jaren, as he continued to wave his hand fast and slow.


Jaren frowned in uncertainty but waved his hand in imitation of Hairth.


“No, not there, here.” Hairth took Jaren’s wrist and moved his hand closer to the assembly. Jaren moved his hand toward the rock. His jaw dropped and his eyes widened. Then he smiled, too. It was amazing! It felt like his hand was pushing through water, then hot air, then water, then cold air, but it was all just air—not wet at all. He squeezed the water-air and it seemed to ooze out of his hand—but he couldn’t see anything there.


“How is this happening? Why have we not seen this before?” Hairth asked, fingering the contours of the water-air.


“We’ve never been able to concentrate and direct so much energy before. Gerald improved the reflector material and Crostalin improved the shape, and…well, this was the result.”


“That’s perfect,” Hairth replied. “We’ll need to upgrade my rings.”


“Yes, sir,” a balding, pale-skinned freedman said.


“We also need to see if these improvements can be done on a large scale at a reasonable cost.” A man and women nodded vigorously then began whispering to one another. Turning back to Jolinda, Hairth asked, “Do you understand what’s going on?”


Jolinda’s expression faltered, “Not exactly, sir. We believe that something about the mixture of cold and hot is…thickening… or…stiffening,” Jolinda struggled for the right word, “the air.”


“Stiffening the air…?” Hairth’s long, gray eyebrows drew closer together.


“Yes, sir. We know it depends on the strength of the two energies. For example,” she slid the second rod closer to the first until they were almost touching and gestured to the air. Hairth raised his hand and moved it toward the assembly. He stopped and slowly made a fist. Again, he turned to Jaren, his eyes wide. “Try it.”


Jaren lifted his hand to pass it through the air, but this time found a glob of…air…that was as stiff as heavy bread dough. He could move his fingers through it, but only slowly.


Jolinda clearly wasn’t happy about Jaren’s presence, but she did appear pleased with Hairth’s response. “We’re using an unrefined cold source, but if we switch to a refined source…” she grabbed Jaren’s wrist and pushed it away from the assembly. Then, she picked up the rock and nodded to a man wearing a thick leather apron. He extracted another small stone-like ball from a dull metal box. “…the air will become solid.” Someone handed Hairth a hammer, and his smile quirked a bit.


Jolinda took the ball and as she went to place the refined cold source on the stick, a wave of heat blasted Jaren’s face and a bright flash of light hurt his eyes. Everything seemed to slow down. Jolinda screamed. Terror slammed into Jaren’s heart. He squeezed his eyes shut as he instinctively turned away from the table and covered his head, a terrible bang rocked the building as screams rippled outward. An oppressive dread filled Jaren’s mind—the weight of it tugged at his body, threatening to crush him. He pushed back against it, barely able to keep upright. The smell of smoke filled the air.


Time resumed and some of the closer screams choked off, others continued unabated.


“What in Thadren?” Hairth whispered. Jaren slowly opened his eyes. That pressure still threatened to crush him, and he felt unsteady on his feet. Strange lights, as if given off by a bright torch, danced on the walls. Sounds, like distant thunder, filled the room.


“How is this possible?” Hairth asked.


Jaren looked to Jolinda for an answer. She lay crumpled on the floor, smoke rising from where her hands should have been. Jaren gasped at the sight, and the pressure pushed past him. He collapsed and darkness crowded in on his sight. A rising shout filled his ears…then nothing.









Chapter 2


Waking in the Clinic


Jaren woke with pounding pain behind his eyes and a slowly fading whining in his ears. His tongue stuck to the roof of his parched mouth. He tried to speak, but just coughed. He heard talking but could only slowly make sense of it.


“Marigold, get some water.”


Jaren looked toward the commanding voice, but his sight was so blurred that it was like he forgot to open his eyes. He blinked several times, and slowly his vision cleared to reveal a girl with brown eyes and large brown curls framing a heart-shaped face. She placed a hand on his forehead, then took him by either side of the head and peered into his eyes. He smiled at the softness of her touch and felt his eyes close.


She released his head and he struggled to open his eyes again. A plump woman with narrow eyes handed him a cup of water. The first swallow went down rough, but the second was a relief.


“Jaren, my name is Haerlee. I’m the healer,” the curly-haired girl said.


The healer? Jaren narrowed his eyes. He had delivered several messages to the healer, and she was not Haerlee. He looked around the room, trying to make sense of things. He lay on a pallet on the floor, surrounded by bandaged and moaning people.


“You were in an accident.”


Yes—the urgent for Hairth. Memories came back, and Jaren recognized the balding man from the research facility. Bandages covered half his face and all of his chest. Jaren thought he recognized others as well, though all were covered in bandages—some more, some less. One man—or woman, Jaren thought—covered from head to toe with bandages moaned with every breath.


“How are you feeling?” Haerlee asked. “A little confused.”


“Any pain?”


“My head hurts.”


Haerlee nodded and handed him a piece of what looked like tree root.


“Chew on this, it will help with the pain.”


Jaren closed his eyes. He chewed on the bitter root for several minutes. The fog of confusion began to clear as the pain left. Opening his eyes again, he could see that it was, in fact, the clinic, but the floor had been cleared to make room for pallets. Everyone there must have been injured in the accident. A shocking thought struck Jaren, and he cautiously looked down at his own body. There wasn’t a bandage on him anywhere. It made no sense. He looked for Haerlee to ask why he wasn’t injured.


She stood a few feet away at a small table, grinding with a pestle and mortar. She surveyed the men and women, lips compressed and eyebrows furrowed like she was looking for something she couldn’t find. Her segg looked good on her, which was odd since seggs were designed to look bad, but something else seemed out of the ordinary. Jaren squinted until he saw what it was. The crest on her chest was not Hairth’s. He had seen thralls in Freysdal that belonged to someone other than Hairth, usually a trader or one of Hairth’s Associates, but they were rare. In Freysdal it didn’t matter, though. All thralls were treated like humans, and everyone who entered Freysdal agreed to follow that rule.


Jaren lifted his squinting eyes from the crest and found Haerlee glaring at him. His cheeks turned red. Yes, he had noticed her pleasant shape, but that wasn’t what he had been staring at! There was no way to explain that without making it worse, so he just looked away, all but forgetting his question.


The door opened and a large, dark man stepped in and surveyed the room.


“Shut the door!” Haerlee hissed at him. He ducked his head, stepped in and gently shut the door.


“Sorry, of course.”


Jaren’s eyes widened. The man was at least a foot taller than Haerlee, and his arms were bigger than her legs. Even if she didn’t recognize him for who he was, the fact that he was wearing lavish robes should have told her his position relative to her. But Jaren did recognize him. He was Deaelestran, Hairth’s first Associate.


“He’s awake.” Haerlee said, as if answering a question she knew was coming.


Deaelestran looked toward Jaren. “Is he…?”


Haerlee cut him off, impatience in her voice. “He seems fine, though I could never tell why he was unconscious in the first place. Just watch him and bring him back if he worsens.”


Deaelestran smiled and revealed big white teeth. “Yes, ma’am.”


Jaren gawked in amazement. No one talked to Deaelestran like that—except maybe Levi, and he was usually wearing a sword and a whip when he did it. Jaren looked between the two to see what would happen next, but Haerlee just looked at Jaren and said, “Well, don’t keep the man waiting. You do know who he is, don’t you?” Jaren clamped his gaping mouth shut. Of course, he did. Did she?


He hopped up, shrugging off the lethargy and confusion of moments before, then paused for a jolt of pain in his head to subside and stretched his muscles a little as he walked toward Deaelestran.


“Jaren?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Hairth’s been eager to talk with you.”


Jaren felt his heart skip a beat, and thought his legs would give out, but before he could react, Deaelestran stepped out through the door. There was nothing for Jaren to do but follow.









Chapter 3


Becoming Hairth’s Apprentice


Deaelestran smiled as he approached Hairth’s office. An ancient woman with more wrinkles than face sat by the door, looking at a ledger on a counter in front of her. Without looking up, she pointed at an entry.


“Sir, you’re not on the schedule.”


Deaelestran leaned down to be in her view. “Ruth, you know Hairth wanted to see Jaren. He’s not on the schedule because Hairth didn’t know if…” he glanced at Jaren, “…when he’d wake up.”


Ruth just frowned at Deaelestran in response.


“He’s right, Ruth,” said a young girl who sat beside Ruth. She had a pale complexion, wild black hair, and eyes that were too far apart. “You put the note in the other ledger, on page two-hundred-forty-seven, in the middle of the second column.” Ruth raised an eyebrow at her. Jaren glanced at the girl’s ropes and frowned. When he was a Blue, he never would have spoken so boldly.


Jaren worried that Ruth’s brittle bones might snap as she opened a second, larger ledger. She drew a stubby, gnarled finger down a list of mostly crossed-out notes in a neat script. Her finger stopped and tapped on one line, then read, “Admit Jaren.”


Then, turning to the Blue, she said, “Remarkable, Tobie! Just where you said it would be.”


But then she lifted her wrinkly face to look at Deaelestran and said, “But how do I know this is Jaren?”


Deaelestran tossed his hands in the air.


“Ruth, you know me. I’m telling you it is Jaren.”


“I do know you,” the woman croaked. “And I know all about your Oiandan trickery.”


Deaelestran grimaced at the slur, but before he could reply, Tobie interjected, “It’s him.”


Jaren narrowed his eyes. She had said it as if she personally knew him.


“Have we met?” he asked, uncertain.


“Well, no. But I know who you are. You’re Jaren, from administration. You live in Dragon Hall. You put on green-yellow five months ago. You’ve got two sisters you suspect were captured with you. You come from Eirenburg. Your performance was mediocre on the aptitude tests, except for reading and endurance where you scored above average, and social intelligence where you scored below…” Tobie noticed Jaren’s glare and trailed off. “That was the only area where I did poorly, too…” her voice was a squeak.


“How do you…? I don’t even…Mediocre?” She winced at his tone. Jaren was flummoxed. Below average social intelligence? He didn’t need a test to tell him he was awkward. He kept to himself so others wouldn’t notice. Deaelestran snorted softly, and Ruth just smiled at Tobie.


“She’s got a great memory,” Ruth said.


Tobie smiled at Ruth, took a deep breath, and straightened her petite frame—the perfect Blue trying to project confidence. Then, to cap off the effort, she raised her narrow chin and replied in a steady voice,


“I read your file. It’s got your test scores, and more. Mediocre means average, or, that you’re about the same as everyone else— it’s not a bad thing. From your grades at school, I expected you to know the word.”


Jaren could feel heat rising in his face.


“I do know what mediocre means,” he said.


“You are not on the schedule, but since it appears you are Jaren, Hairth will see you,” Ruth continued, her smile the only evidence the intervening exchange had taken place.


Deaelestran straightened and smiled like a child that had just snuck a treat. He started to lead Jaren through the door when Ruth cleared her throat,


“Sir,” she almost sang, if croaking frogs could be said to sing, “the note says nothing about you.”


His smile dropped and he gave her the stink-eye. She didn’t even look up, just closed the ledger and put it back where she had gotten it from. Deaelestran threw his hands in the air again, groaned, then turned to walk away.


“Don’t worry. You’ll have better luck with Hairth than I have with Ruth.” The woman made no indication that she had heard him, though Tobie smiled.


Hairth’s office wasn’t fancy—a simple desk with a few plain chairs were the only furniture. A window looked out across Freysdal, and from the second-story room, Jaren could see Freysdal’s growing wall. The unfinished half still showed the original red clay brick, like the rest of the buildings in Freysdal, and the upgraded half showing the heavy white granite towering even higher. Thumb-sized masons scurried around, moving huge white blocks up the scaffolding as they went.


The only decorations in the room were a simple blue-and-yellow-patterned rug and a painting of a younger Hairth with a woman holding an infant. Jaren studied the grain of the wood floor. The boards were smooth, and stained a rich brown color, though in front of Hairth’s desk some raw wood showed through from wear. Hairth and Hallumon, the long-faced Associate over logistics, were standing in the worn area. They had noticed Jaren come in but hadn’t stopped their conversation.


“He arrived last night,” Hallumon said, scratching at a thick bandage wrapped around his arm.


“Were the precautions I described in place before he arrived?” Jaren glanced up at Hairth and almost gasped aloud when he saw that the left half of Hairth’s face was bright red and brown, with a little pink beneath peeling curls of blackened skin. Jaren reached to his own face, but quickly lowered his hand.


“Yes, all of them. We also have guards posted per your instructions.”


“What was Levi’s response?”


“He thinks you’ve successfully mounted a lion. So long as you can stay on, you’ll be unstoppable. But beware that you don’t fall asleep.”


Jaren gave up staring at the floor and examined their shoes.


“I’ve got some fresh game to tempt that lion with. And, despite what Levi may think, I’ve been riding this lion for close to twenty years. I haven’t fallen asleep yet and I don’t plan to now. I just need this lion to help me raise a baby tiger, and then I’ll dismount easily.” They both turned and looked at Jaren. Hairth smiled, but Hallumon narrowed his eyes.


“I hope you do have a baby tiger, and not just a stray cat,” Hallumon said as he walked past Jaren, brushing his shoulder with his bandaged arm.


Once Hallumon shut the door, Hairth gestured Jaren to one of the simple wooden chairs as he took the seat behind his desk.


“Jaren, from admin, it’s good to see you up and about. We were pretty worried about you. Please, please, sit down.”


Jaren took one of the two seats in front of Hairth’s desk. The wood was polished, and the arms felt smooth under Jaren hands, but quickly became slick as the sweat from his palms dampened the surface. Jaren scrubbed them on his segg, though it made little difference. His heart was pounding.


“Cherry. It’s a fruit-producing tree. Makes little red berries that can be sweet or sour.”


Jaren scrunched his face in confusion. It was not what Jaren had been expecting Hairth to say—not that he knew what to expect from Hairth. The knot in his stomach tightened.


“The desk. It’s made of cherry wood. Marvelous stuff. Starts out light-colored and darkens to this reddish color with exposure to sunlight. My wife had this desk made for me over twenty years ago with wood brought in from the other side of Dragon Desert. Do you, uh, know much about wood?”


Again, Jaren was uncertain how to respond. Sweat beaded on his brow. He shook his head.


“No,” Hairth paused, gingerly scratching at a brown patch of skin on his cheek, “No, I don’t suppose you would.” Hairth looked at the parchment and strips of paper on his desk, shifting from one to another as if he were looking for something.


“Yes, so, to the point. I’ve transferred you from Paul directly to myself. You will be my, uh, apprentice. There’s a lot for you to learn, so you will be busy. I’ll have you working with my Associates at times and in training at other times. Wood is not important for you, but radiance is. Do you know much about radiance?”


Jaren sat there, bewildered. Had he heard right? No, he couldn’t have. But he had. And, as he tried to determine if he was imagining it all, he noticed Hairth’s head tilted in concern at Jaren’s silence.


“Yes, sir. No, sir. The only thing I know about radiance is what I’ve learned here.” Great impression. Jaren berated himself. Impression? Why did Jaren care what impression he made on Hairth? Clearly the man did things for his own reasons—if there were reasons at all. At this point, Jaren could not confidently say that Hairth had all his documents filed correctly.


“Well, tell me what you do know.” Hairth appeared to have regained the composure Jaren expected.


“Yes, sir. I know that you, or your workers, rather…” Jaren said workers and not thralls because that’s how they were referred to here, in Freysdal, as often as not. Most of them were thralls, but there were plenty of freedmen and a few freemen among them. “Your workers make radiant items for people.”


“That’s true, but not what I was looking for.” Hairth cut Jaren off. “What do you know about radiance?” The emphasis he put on the last word and the way he peered across the desk made Jaren push back against his seat a little. What was he supposed to say?


“Well, sir, I know radiance is energy—or something—that comes from rocks. It, the rocks, that is, can be refined and used to make radiant items.”


“So, we start with the basics. You can read? Good.” Hairth handed Jaren a small book. “‘Fundamentals of Radiant Materials.’ It was written by a partner of mine—Derek from Enrich—shortly before he passed away. Why don’t you go into the conference room and start reading? I have one more thing to deal with before we can start on your, uh, training. I’ll have Ruth call you in when I’m ready.”


And with that, Hairth picked out a parchment and began reading, for all the world as if Jaren wasn’t sitting right across from him. Jaren sat for several seconds, unsure of what had just happened, but when Hairth just kept reading his papers, Jaren stood, with the book in his hand, and left the office having no more answers than when he had entered.


Jaren closed the office door behind him. Ruth seemed to be napping in her seat, and the wild-haired girl was engrossed in a large book on Ruth’s desk. Neither so much as glanced at him as he walked past.


The conference room was cavernous. A large table, big enough to seat all of the Associates and more, sat in the center of the room. Chairs sat in rows at the ends of the tables, and others lined the walls. Jaren took a seat by the door. His mind kept trying to understand what had happened over the past few days, but it felt like trying to assemble a large puzzle with only a handful of pieces—and those pieces didn’t even seem like they were from the same puzzle. Jaren shook his head, opened the book Hairth had given him, and began reading.




In this work I present the fundamentals of radiant materials, or sources, as I have determined them from my twenty years of exploration and examination together with one Hairth of Crotsdum. I have divided the work up into a number of sections. The first deals with the history of my explorations and the manner in which I came into contact with each of the radiant materials. The second gives a summary of the nature of radiant materials—that is, why they are different from seemingly identical materials that have no special energy. The third examines the five radiant energies that have been identified thus far. The fourth is a catchall that contains cautions for interacting with sources, methods identified for testing materials, and potential approaches for practical uses of sources.





Jaren was intrigued by the book, though Enrich understated the dangers of radiant materials. “Care must be taken when strong sources are brought in close proximity with one another, as doing so may greatly amplify the release of energy.” Jaren reread the statement as he recalled the intense heat of the fireball that had injured so many in the research facility. “…greatly amplify…” indeed! Jaren also bristled at the off-handed discarding of his closely held beliefs. “Those who view radiance as evil are either ignorant or dim witted.” And “Despite what the bumpkin may say, one should expect no more corruption of moral values or mental capacity by handling radiant materials than he should from handling other forms of soil, stone and ore.” Jaren scowled. It had taken well over a year for Jaren to realize that being around radiant material or even handling it is not what corrupts Light-Twisters, but rather controlling the energy. Even though he had already come to those conclusions himself, it was still insulting to have someone else—even someone dead—mock him for his formerly held beliefs. Those feelings, however, soon gave way to the pleasure of satisfying curiosity. After fifty pages, Jaren felt like he was an expert on radiant materials, and he was barely halfway through, though he did wonder about the author’s honesty given the fantastic beasts he described encountering or hearing of.


“Jaren,” Ruth’s gravelly voice sounded from the doorway, “he’s ready for you.”









Chapter 4


Facing Danger


Hairth stood behind his desk, wearing a wide smile that would have been inviting without the healing burns across his cheek and forehead. He motioned Jaren toward a seat.


“Jaren, I’ve got a few questions for you, and then there’s someone I would like you to meet.” Hairth sat down, resting his clasped hands on his desk.


“What do you remember about the accident?”


Jaren recounted it as best he could, wondering why Hairth asked, since he had been there himself. He ended with, “I didn’t see Jolinda at the clinic. Is she alright?”


Hairth shook his head. “We’re not sure if she’ll survive. They had to remove her hands—what was left of them—and most of her body was burned, too. Several assistants are treating her in her own home because she needs so much more attention.”


Jaren stared in disbelief. How did he escape injury?


“Do you remember anything else? Like, right before you passed out?”


Jaren shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Hairth was always imposing, but with patches of skin peeling off his face and only one eyebrow, he was intimidating.


“Sir, I…don’t know what else to tell you.” Jaren shrugged. “Everyone became quiet, there was that deep rumbling, and strange lights. Then everything went black.”


“Yes, but what was going on inside of you?”


Jaren opened his mouth to speak but was not sure what to say. He wished he had more of the root Haerlee had given him for his head. The memory of the oppressive feeling returned, and as if the thought summoned it, the feeling, though weaker, also returned.


“He’s asking how you felt, boy.” An ice-cold voice sounded from across the room. Jaren knocked his chair over as he jumped to his feet in surprise. Hairth calmly turned toward an empty chair in a corner of the room. Like a solidifying shadow, a tall, skinny man rose from the chair.


“Did your bowels burn? Did your bones ache? Did your mouth water? Did you taste sulfur? How did you feel?”


The man wore a long, dark robe that trailed behind him as he walked toward Jaren. His face was pale. Thin, black eyebrows overhung deep recessed eyes. A long, narrow nose projected sharply from the face and hooked down, giving the distinct appearance of a vulture’s beak. Wide sleeves concealed his hands, and an unworn hood added substance to otherwise weak shoulders.


Frozen by his shocking appearance, Jaren did not move as the man grasped his chin with long, narrow fingers and drew Jaren’s face close to his own.


“So, boy, how did you feel?” His breath was foul.


“I … ,” Jaren stammered, summoning the control to pull away from the man.


“Joans,” Hairth said in a firm voice.


Joans scowled but returned to his seat. Jaren had to pull his eyes from the vulture-like Joans as Hairth began to speak, excitement returning to his voice.


“When I saw that first bright pulse, I knew something was terribly wrong. Heat and cold source don’t make light, they change the air.” Hairth balled his fists and struck the ring on his right-hand middle finger against the ring on his left-hand ring finger. A sharp crack sounded through the room and then a breeze rushed over Jaren. “Someone replaced the cold source with hot—whether by accident or intentionally. I should have noticed.”


Joans snorted at this comment. Then, apparently alarmed by his own outburst, he cleared his throat and swallowed. Hairth ignored him.


“Like everyone else, I covered my eyes and turned away from the light. I knew I was a dead man. My life has passed before my eyes so often, that it doesn’t happen anymore. Instead, I did envision Deaelestran sifting through the ashes trying to determine how many there were among the dead. But it didn’t happen.” Hairth paused, and with a sharp intake of breath said, “What I saw instead was incredible. Even now, I can hardly believe it.”


“Nor can I,” Joans muttered, but loud enough for Jaren to hear.


A twitch in Hairth’s eyes said he had heard Joans, too. He continued.


“A ball of…fire…swirled where the fixture had been. There were no flames, though, just spinning red and yellow light. The fire seemed contained like it was within a glass ball. I reached my hand toward it, but only felt small amounts of heat coming off it like little puffs. I looked around the room wondering if I had died, but, because I was not buried, that I was stuck on my journey—stuck in the moment that I had died. Some near me were hurt, but many were fine. Slowly, the shouting stopped. The room went silent except for the moaning of the few who were hurt. Everyone had turned to look at the fire—everyone, that is, except you.” With these words, Hairth’s unwavering gaze made Jaren squirm in discomfort. “So, Jaren, I ask again, how did you feel?”


That pressure —the weight sat solidly in Jaren’s memory, but he wasn’t sure how to describe it. He tried anyway.


“Scared…burdened…heavy.”


“Scared?”


“Yes…scared.”


“Burdened? Heavy?” Hairth repeated but looking to Joans instead of Jaren.


Joans snorted. “Yes, of course ‘scared,’” he said, imitating Hairth’s voice. “Heavy and burdened for sure. You and your people think you know so much about radiance, but you know less than fish know about air.”


Joans stood and began quickly pacing. His hands were wrapped behind him, his head down—almost as if he were talking more to himself than someone else in the room.


“Feelings. Feelings indeed. Oh, no you are right, it is by feelings. But very different kinds of feelings. Certainly, food is food. But there’s a difference between a pastry and a crust. A tender, seasoned loin and an old fish. A well-aged wine and a draft from a chamber pot.”


Joans was almost shouting by the end of this rant, and spittle flew across the room as he said “pot.” Then, quite unexpectedly, Joans lunged toward Jaren and wrapped his icy fingers around Jaren’s chin again, lifting his face so Jaren looked into his gray eyes. He tightened his grip and Jaren opened his mouth to alleviate the pain. Unfortunately, this just allowed Joans more leverage and he squeezed harder, cutting the inside of Jaren’s cheek against his open teeth.


“Are you scared now, boy?” he whispered in Jaren’s face.


“Joans!” Hairth called from behind the desk. Jaren tried to strike at the man, but something was holding his arms to his sides as if the air were stone.


“Joans, don’t make me…” Hairth said more, but all Jaren’s attention was focused on Joans’ other hand.


A small orb of fire had appeared, exactly as Hairth had described it, pulsating and swirling above Joans’ hand. He brought it toward Jaren’s face. Jaren desperately pulled back, but the air was solid again.


In a calm, emotionless voice, Joans asked, “Are you scared now?”


And Jaren was. Joans brought the orb closer. It burned Jaren’s face. Panic started to overwhelm him, the burden intensified, and the heat diminished. Jaren watched as the side of the ball facing Jaren flattened, and then drifted away from Jaren’s face. Joans dropped his hand and the orb shot away from Jaren, disappearing as it went until it vanished before running into the wall.


“Bones of Mah’van,” Hairth muttered, collapsing into his seat.


“That is not fear, my boy. That is fire,” Joans said, as he turned and walked back to his seat as if nothing unusual had happened.


When he sat, he smiled—a real, kindly smile, and asked, “Now, do you taste anything, smell anything, feel or see anything that is unusual?”


In confusion, Jaren looked at Hairth, who was staring at Jaren, with wide-eyed anticipation. Jaren found himself rubbing the scars on his wrists and stopped. He had been released from his invisible bonds. Hairth nodded, indicating that Jaren should answer the question.


“I…felt heavy,” Jaren stammered, opening and closing his mouth trying to work away the pain. He could taste blood from his cheeks but was there something more?


“Kago root?”


Joans laughed. “Ah, spice…how quaint. The heaviness comes with all uses, but spice for heat is funny. It will go away as soon as your minds understand.”


Jaren, still confused, looked once again to Hairth for clarification. He sat perched on the edge of his seat.


“In the research shop, when you stopped whimpering, the orb began growing and shrinking. Puffs of heat would come off with each cycle. Then, when you uncovered your face and turned to look, the orb dissolved, as if the glass ball had shattered. The heat burst out and burned those of us that were close by. As I turned, I saw you hit the ground.”


Hairth looked at Jaren expectantly, his eyes bright. But Jaren didn’t understand.


“Don’t you see?” Hairth asked, jumping to his feet.


Joans scoffed, “Of course he doesn’t.”


“You’re a Light-Twister!” Hairth almost shouted.


Jaren gaped. Hairth beamed. Joans studied his fingernails. Dust motes in the air sparkled against the dark wood paneling, as daylight poured in through the window, warming Jaren’s segg. Despite the warm heat, he felt cold inside. It could not be true.


Hairth and Joans were speaking, but Jaren couldn’t process what they were saying. He just kept hearing “You’re a Light-Twister!” over and over


Hairth clapped his hands together and said, “Then it’s settled!” He was beaming at Joans now, and Joans wore a crooked smile. His eyes, partially obscured by the shadow of his prominent brow, focused on Jaren like a falcon on a rabbit.


“Jaren, think how you’ll be able to help Freysdal as a trained Light-Twister.”


Hairth rubbed his hands, clinking his rings together.


“You will start training with Joans right away. With any luck, you’ll be able to help defend Freysdal before my enemies strike.”


Joans broke his gaze at Jaren to roll his eyes at Hairth. “Don’t get your hopes up. Not all lumps of clay can be turned into masterpieces. Some are only fit for chamber pots.”


“I’ll take whatever I can get—a chamber pot is better than nothing when you need a vessel. Until we know which it is, I’m hoping for the finest porcelain.”


“Porcelain, indeed. In that case, I’ll keep the temperatures high.” Joans’ lips couldn’t decide between a wicked smile and a frown. “Come with me, boy.”


Joans turned from Hairth’s desk and walked out of the office.









Chapter 5


Making Sense of It


Sunlight blinded Jaren, and a warm breeze made sweat bead on his forehead, but he just shivered. He followed as Joans hurried down the street. This had to be a mistake.


Jaren made no effort to catch up, and Joans didn’t slow. In fact, Joans never even glanced back. Jaren considered fleeing, but where would he go? Escaped thralls were executed. Plus, Hairth was negotiating to purchase his recently found sisters. If he left, he’d never see them again.


People stared as they passed Joans in his trailing dark robe. Jaren’s spine tingled, like when he saw a bad wound, as he realized Joans’ robe never touched the red ground. Oh, brittle bones! Jaren couldn’t possibly be a Light-Twister.


They passed out of the town and headed up toward the research facility. Joans marched right past the guards. For a wonder, they parted, giving him a wide berth, but otherwise ignored him. They did nod to Jaren, though. He didn’t offer a warrant, and they didn’t ask for one.


The familiar stench of the research facility was overshadowed by the heavy smell of wood smoke. The damage jumped out at Jaren as soon as he passed through the doors. Black soot stained the ceiling in a large, jagged circle above where the accident happened. The tall columns that supported the ceiling were scorched on one side, as if the builders had used logs that had been lying across a fire. There was also a change in the atmosphere—people wore gloves and leather aprons—they moved more slowly and with more care.


Jaren stopped mid-stride and blinked in surprise. Tobie was there, staring, with eyes slightly too far apart, in puzzlement as Joans walked past. Her curly hair had been pulled back and was tied in a bushy tail with a red ribbon.


“Who is that?” and then with incredulity, “Is his robe floating?”


Jaren tried to say something, but nothing came out. What could he say? He turned to follow after Joans.


“Hey!” She followed after him, and tugged at his segg. “You don’t have to be rude. Your file says you have a pleasant disposition, I’m going to have to tell them you’ve changed since your last update.”


The irony of the statement hit him, and Jaren let out a bitter laugh. If she knew what else they’d have to change in his file, she wouldn’t want to be anywhere near him. He was being rude, though. Could two uses of radiance have changed him already?


Jaren stopped, and Tobie ran into him. The answer hit him, and everything became clear. He hadn’t used radiance! What happened in the office was a trick. Sudden relief settled on Jaren as everything fell into place. Hairth knew that his enemies were spying on him. He brought Joans in and was using Jaren as a distraction while he executed some other plan to protect Freysdal. It all made sense. Jaren’s involvement was just a fortuitous coincidence that Hairth was weaving into his plan.


“Are you alright?”


Jaren smiled.


“Better than you can imagine.”


Joans had turned down one of the aisles, and Jaren resumed walking. Tobie kept up with him.


“Good. You just looked a little…I don’t know…concerned.” She only paused a second before asking, “Who is that guy you’re following?”


“His name is Joans.”


Tobie stopped and grabbed a handful of Jaren’s segg. In a loud whisper she asked, “Artor Joans? Do you have any idea who he is?”


Hairth’s big distraction, Jaren thought. Joans had stopped at a long table and was handing a rolled parchment to a Yellow. Would it ruin Hairth’s plans if he told Tobie about them? He decided it might.


“Not really.”


“Me neither, but he’s somebody.”


“What do you mean?” Jaren turned to Tobie.


“His file is enormous, but it’s restricted.”


“Restricted?”


“Yes, no one is allowed to look at his file.”


“No one? Then why have a file for him, and how do you know it’s enormous?”


“Obviously some people can look at his file. I was told to review everyone’s file except the restricted files, and his was one of the largest.”


Jaren shrugged.


“It’s just that…” she shrugged, too, and Jaren noticed her segg was too big which made her look smaller than she actually was, “…well, I don’t like mysteries. I’ve been able to learn about most of the people with restricted files—the Associates, of course, Prestare of House Krandor, Natalia Estareet, Dristan of Pinnutuck—but no one talks about Artor Joans. No one.” She tried to put weight into the words with the look she gave Jaren, and then said, “And now I find you trailing behind him. What’s going on?”


He knew why Joans’ file would be restricted, but the words “Light-Twister” would fit on a single sheet of paper. What else was in there?


“I don’t know. Hairth asked me to be Joans’ assistant.” There, that seemed like a good story.


The Yellow returned pushing a cart stacked with five dull metals boxes. The man strained as he lifted one onto the table. He opened the lid and withdrew a grayish ball that resembled the source that caused the accident. Joans plucked it out of the man’s hand and cackled. The Yellow recoiled, as did Jaren and Tobie. Joans placed the ball in his robe and gestured impatiently at the other boxes. The man retrieved the second box.


“Ploomun boxes?” Tobie asked, more to herself than to Jaren. “They stop the energy from strong sources.”


Jaren nodded. He had just read about ploomun—a thin sheet of it reduced the energy passing through it, and a thick enough plate could completely stop it.


“How do you know about ploomun?” Jaren asked, trying not to show his repulsion at Joans greedily snatching another source.


“‘Fundamentals of Radiant Materials’ under the heading ‘Potential Approaches for Practical Uses’ under the subheading ‘Transportation Safety.’ On the second and third pages of that subheading, Derek Enrich addresses the danger of transporting sources. An accident led him to search for a material that could interfere with or contain radiant energy.”


Jaren turned back to Tobie. Her oversized segg with tight blue ropes gave a false impression of a waist. She didn’t talk like a little girl. But she was.


“A donkey pulling a cart laden with sources was startled, and the cart overturned. The sources tumbled together and caused a fireball that consumed the cart, the donkey and the man driving it. Enrich and those further from the cart were severely burned. Many of those who were closer died, and were buried—at least, what was left of them was.”


Jaren imagined a pulsating ball of fire, like the one on Joans’ hand, large enough to consume a cart and its donkey and shuddered. He looked at the blackened columns and thanked Hel’dig for his luck. No, not luck. Joans must have been there, too, to stop the accident from being worse. Why hadn’t he stopped it completely? Maybe if he had, the ruse wouldn’t work.


“He’s a Light-Twister,” Tobie said, and clapped her hand over her own mouth. Then, speaking to Jaren through spread fingers, “You have to tell me what you learn.”


Jaren just said, “I’ve got to go.”


Joans swept by as if he and Tobie weren’t even there. Jaren followed after him, but Tobie didn’t move.









Chapter 6


Training in a Cabin


Joans led Jaren further up the mountainside, weaving through trees like he knew where he was going. The view of Freysdal was soon blocked by pine needles, and the smell of sap replaced the acrid odors of the research facility. Jaren mentally rehearsed how he would explain that he had figured out the plan and was willing to help.


The slope leveled out and a clearing in the trees revealed a wood frame house. The thatch roof was old and gray, compacted to the point where Jaren doubted it kept rain out—not that it rained often in Freysdal. Tall grass and weeds filled what once might have been a small yard.
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